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ABSTRACT
An exam ination  o f  Emily D ic k in so n ’s poems concerning pain  
r e v e a ls  her  concern fo r  her  c o n s c io u sn e s s .  D isp la y in g  a p o s i t i v e  
approach to  her s u f f e r i n g ,  she s t a t e s  her  a b i l i t y  to  gain  b e n e f i t s  
from her agony. In a d d it io n  to  b e in g  ax^are o f  how pain  can augment 
her c o n s c io u sn e s s ,  she  a l s o  r e c o g n iz e s  the need to  c o n tr o l  th e  p o ten ­
t i a l l y  th r e a te n in g  torment and thus p r o te c t  her s a n i t y .
S e c t io n  I points out th e  complex nature  o f  Emily D ick in so n ’ s 
pain  and s u g g e s ts  th a t  her  anguish  cannot be a t t r ib u t e d  to  any one 
problem or c o n f l i c t  in  her l i f e .  Her unique p e r c e p t io n  o f the  
u n iv er se  appears to  u n d e r l ie  much o f  her concern w ith  p a in .  Challenj  
in g  C h r is t ia n  and Emersonian e x p la n a t io n s  o f  s u f f e r i n g ,  she d e v is e s  
her own approach. S e c t io n  I I  e x p la in s  th a t  in  many o f her poems 
Emily D ick inson  r e v e a ls  her  a b i l i t y  to  d er iv e  p o s i t i v e  e f f e c t s  from 
her  anguish: she m ain ta in s  th a t  she can gain  em otion a l s t r e n g t h ,
enhance her p e r c e p t io n  o f  e c s t a s y ,  and expand her c o n s c io u sn e s s .  
N e v e r t h e le s s ,  she always i n d ic a t e s  her  fe a r  o f  the th r e a t  which  
pain  can p r esen t  to  her  s a n i t y  and s u g g e s t s  her concern w ith  
m ain ta in in g  c o n tr o ls  and l i m i t s  on her s u f f e r in g .  S e c t io n  I I I  
r e v e a ls  her most extreme p r o t e c t iv e  d e v ic e  or c o n t r o l ,  the  tra n ce .
As she p ortrays  a ttem p ts  to  p reserv e  her  s e v e r e ly  th rea ten ed  con­
s c io u s n e s s ,  she produces some o f  her most in t e n s e  p o e try .
v
THE ANATOMY OF PAIN IN EMILY DICKINSON’S POETRY
CHOOSING AN APPROACH TO SUFFERING
"Let Emily s in g  fo r  you because  she cannot pray"; thus w r i t e s  
Emily D ick inson  to  L o u ise  and F ran c is  N orcross in  January 1863 upon 
th e  death o f  t h e i r  fa t h e r  (L I I ,  4 2 1 ) .^  J u s t  as Emily D ick inson  cannot 
"pray" or o f f e r  a r e l i g i o u s  c o n s o la t io n  to her co u s in s  in  t h i s  in s t a n c e ,  
n e i t h e r  can she u s u a l ly  so o th e  her  own anguish w ith  orthodox Chris­
t ia n  e x p la n a t io n s .  I n s t e a d ,  she o f t e n  seek s  some r e l i e f  in  p o e t i c
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ex p r es s io n  and c la im s th a t  she w i l l  " t e l l  a Hurt -  to  c o o l  i t"  ( 5 5 4 ) . “ 
F u rth er, her poems r e v e a l  th at she fa sh io n s  a pragm atic approach 
to  her s u f f e r in g :  she  uses  her  agony to  enhance the  "most s p e c i f i c a l l y
o
human r e so u r c e ,  the c o n s c io u sn e s s ."  D isp la y in g  a concern fo r  her  
co n sc io u sn ess  in  the poems on s u f f e r i n g ,  she  dem onstrates her attem pts  
both to augment and to  p r o te c t  her  mental awareness.
Attem pting to d is c o v e r  reasons fo r  Emily D ic k in so n 's  a t t e n t io n  
to  p a in , c r i t i c s  have o f f e r e d  v a r io u s  t h e o r ie s  based on her l i f e .
They have p o in te d  to such probable sou rces  as an u n lov in g  mother, an 
overb earing  f a t h e r ,  a com p lica ted  r e la t io n s h ip  w ith  her b ro th er  and 
s i s t e r - i n - l a w ,  and u n f u l f i l l e d  f r ie n d s h ip s .  Others have examined the  
p o s s ib l e  e f f e c t  o f  an eye d iso r d e r  or mental i l l n e s s .  In The L i f e  o f  
Emily D ic k in so n , Richard B. S ew all concludes th a t  w h ile  each o f  th ese  
t h e o r ie s  may have some v a l i d i t y ,  the  i n s u f f i c i e n c y  o f  ev id e n c e  and 
th e  l i k l i h o o d  o f  a com bination o f  cau ses  should  be a warning a g a in s t  
easy  s o lu t io n s  to  t h i s  i s s u e .^  Inder Nath Kher fu r th e r  argues th a t
b a s i c a l l y  Emily D ic k in so n ’ s torment i s  "nameless" and "uncaused": he
regards her as a v ic t im  o f  e x i s t e n t i a l  pain  e l i c i t e d  by her  " a l i e n a t io n  
from th e  sou rces  o f  prim al e x i s t e n c e ."  Clark G r i f f i t h  s im i la r ly  pro­
p oses  th at her  doubts about the  c h a o t ic  u n iv erse  p la c e  her in  a p o s i t io n  
comparable to  th a t  o f  modern man: sh e ,  l i k e  tw e n t ie th  century man,
fa c e s  the " l i f e l o n g  agony" c rea ted  by an e x i s t e n c e  no lon ger  d ec ip h er­
a b le  in  terms o f  o ld  v a lu e s  and u n ify in g  t h e o r ie s ,^
The c r i t i c s  c i t e d  above have been s e n s i t i v e  in  t h e i r  p e rcep t io n  
o f  th e  complex n a tu re  o f  the pain which Emily D ick inson  d e s c r ib e s .
While c e r t a in  e v en ts  and d isappointm ents  may have exacerb ated  her s u f f e r  
in g ,  most l i k e l y  no one person or occu rren ce  can account fo r  her  
anguish , ^ e r  e x p r ess io n  o f  human pain  in  her poems r ev e a l s  ̂ a bas i c  
t r a g ic  view  and an e x i s t e n t i a l  sen se  o f  agony. She i s  p lagued by 
cosmic u n c e r t a in t i e s  which a ls o  haunt some o f  her contem p oraries , such  
as Herman M e lv i l l e .  G r i f f i t h  fu r th e r  argues th a t  w h ile  she may have  
developed her  approach to  pain  because "of p erso n a l f r u s t r a t io n ,  the  
ou tlo o k  passed  the  supreme t e s t  which art demands o f  s u f f e r in g .  I t  
transcended th e  p erso n a l to  become concerned w ith  s u f f e r in g  and f r u s ­
t r a t io n  as u n iv e r s a l  themes" (p. 6 ) .
While Emily D ick inson  r e v e a ls  t h i s  profound sen se  o f  s u f f e r i n g ,  
she rep ea ted ly  recou n ts  a ttem p ts  to  c o n tr o l  her  angu ish . She p o in ts  
out in  both her  poems and her  l e t t e r s  th a t  the  w r i t in g  o f  p o e try  en a b les
her to  d i s c i p l i n e  the  p o t e n t i a l l y  overwhelming agony. In Emily
D ick in so n : The Mind o_f th e  P o e t , A lb er t  J . G elp i concludes th a t  Emily
D ick in so n ’ s p a in  f in d s  "both r e l i e f  and r e le a s e  in  the d is ta n c e  and
f.
d es ig n  imposed by a r t i s t i c  c r e a t io n ."  In a d d it io n  to " t e l l [ i n g ]  a
Hurt -  to  c o o l  i t "  (5 5 4 ) ,  she w i l l  "Put i t  in  L a t in " : i t  "Seems i t
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don’ t s h r ie k  so -  under rule" (4 2 6 ) .  When she w r i t e s  to H igg in son ,  
she  t e l l s  him th a t  her t e r r o r  causes her to " s ing": "I had a te r r o r  -
s in c e  September -  I cou ld  t e l l  to  none -  and so -I s in g ,  as the Boy 
does by the Burying Ground -  because  I am a fra id "  (L I I ,  4 0 4 ) .  Her 
s in g in g  th e r e fo r e  has th e  e f f e c t  o f  p r o t e c t in g  her in  her agony: i t
h e lp s  "To Keep the Dark away" (850) and thus to  m ainta in  her  r a t i o n a l ­
i t y .  Emily D ick inson  a l s o  in d ic a t e s  her f a i t h  in  the c u r a t iv e  power 
o f  her "song" fo r  o th e r s .  She t e l l s  L ou ise  N orcross th a t  she w i l l  
h e a l  her more q u ick ly  than her doctor  w i l l  by u s in g  "the balsam word"
(L I I ,  4 2 5 ) .  S im i la r ly ,  as S ew all  s u g g e s t s ,  she  wants Samuel Bowles 
to  " see  and f e e l  what she as poet could do fo r  him" ( I I ,  4 8 2 ) ,  and 
she w r i t e s  o f  th e  "Fairy Medicine" o f  p oetry  in  "Would you l i k e
Summer? T aste  o f  o u r 's  -" (L I I ,  371). "The Martyr Poets"  performed
>
a s im i la r  s e r v i c e  fo r  mankind, as they  "wrought t h e i r  Pain in  s y l la b le "  
in  order to  "encourage Some" (5 4 4 ) .
Faced w ith  th e  burden o f  s u f f e r in g ,  Emily D ick inson  attem pts to  
' f in d  some r a t io n a l  e x p la n a t io n  fo r  the p resen ce  o f  pa in  in  human e x p e r i ­
ence. W illiam  Sherwood m ain ta ins  th at in  some o f  her e a r ly  e f f o r t s  
" to  j u s t i f y  s u f f e r in g  or a t  l e a s t  [ to ]  j u s t i f y  r e c o n c i l in g  o n e s e l f  to  
s u f f e r in g ,"  she fr e q u e n t ly  turns to  the t r a d i t i o n a l  r e l i g i o u s  argument 
'th at "the s u f f e r in g  we endure on earth  w i l l  be made up fo r  in  heaven"
(p . 5 8 ) .  C it in g  "Tho' I g e t  home how l a t e  -  how la te "  (2 0 7 ) ,  Sherwood 
argues th a t  here Emily D ick inson  o f f e r s  t h i s  t r a d i t i o n a l  argument con­
cern in g  the reward o f  heaven. While he p o in t s  out th a t  in  o th er  poems 
she t r e a t s  t h i s  e x p la n a t io n  w ith  irony  or b i t t e r n e s s ,  he does not  
comment on the s u b t le  ir o n ie s_ fo u n d ^ in  t h i s  poem. She may seem to be 
p r e se n t in g  the orthodox v iew p o in t  when she d e s c r ib e s  the joy  o f  her
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u lt im a te  a r r iv a l  "home” : Mft w i l l  com pensate ,” fo r  " B etter  w i l l  be the
E xtasy/T hat they  have done e x p e c t in g  me." The tr a n sp o r t in g  moment
when she knocks on the door, however, has been "Brewed from decades
o f  Agony!" The ey es  have been " lo n g -ch ea ted ,"  when the "unexpected
knock" finally comes. Also, the knock occurs in an ominous setting:
"When N ight -  descending-dumb -  and dark." Her use o f  t h i s  h ig h ly
s e c u la r ,  human scen e  to  sym b olize  heaven adds a fu r th e r  n o te  o f  iro n y .
Although t h i s  poem may s u g g e s t  fu tu re  heavenly  comfort a f t e r  "decades
o f  Agony," the jo y  does not seem to compensate fo r  the e a r t h ly  pa in .
Similarly, she states that
I f  p a in  fo r  peace  prepares  
Lo what "Augustan" years  
Our f e e t  a w a i t !
(6 3 ) .
The unanswerable c o n d i t io n a l  s ta tem ent c l e a r ly  im p lie s  her doubts about 
the  fu tu re  com pensation.
Extending t h i s  argument fu r th e r ,  Sherwood e x p la in s  th a t  Emily 
D ick inson  w i l l  experim ent w ith  the id ea  o f  pa in  as God's "p ed agog ica l  
device"  fo r  making one " a p p rec ia te  fu tu re  b l i s s  a l l  the more" (p . 59 ) .
In "I s h a l l  know why -  when Time i s  over" (1 9 3 ) ,  she p o r tra y s  C h ris t  
as the sch oo lm aster  who " w i l l  e x p la in  each sep a ra te  anguish/'In the f a i r  
schoolroom  o f  th e  sky ."  Of co u r se ,  the "explanation"  o f  the  p ed a g o g ica l  
fu n c t io n  o f  "each s ep a ra te  anguish" w i l l  occur when she has "ceased  to 
wonder why." This de layed  c l a r i f i c a t i o n  appears unable to  a l l e v i a t e  
or compensate fo r  p r e se n t  s u f f e r in g .  She ends the poem by em phasizing  
her s u f f e r in g  ra th er  than the fu tu re  e lu c id a t io n :  "I s h a l l  fo r g e t  the
drop o f  Anguish/That s c a ld s  me now -  th a t  s c a ld s  me now!"
Her d i s s a t i s f a c t i o n  w ith  t h i s  ex p la n a t io n  o f pain as a "pedagog­
i c a l  device"  becomes fu r th e r  obvious in  "To le a rn  the Transport by the
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Pain11 (1 6 7 ) .  The I n s tr u c t io n  i s  not n e c e s s a r i l y  con fin ed  to enhancing  
fu tu r e  comprehension o f  " tra n sp o r t ,"  fo r  t h i s  supposed en ligh tenm ent  
should  a ls o  occur now as a r e s u l t  o f  the pa in : one should  " lea rn  the
Transport by the Pain - /A s  B lin d  Men lea rn  the sun!" A g r ea t  d ea l  o f  
iron y  u n d e r l ie s  the whole d e s c r ip t io n  o f  t h i s  e d u c a t io n a l  p r o c e s s .
B lin d  men can only  " learn  the sun" by knowing i t s  o p p o s i t e ,  darkness;  
they never  s e e  the  sun. S im i la r ly ,  the  "M ysterious Bard" or God on ly  
a llo w s  one to  know "transport"  by e x p e r ie n c in g  i t s  o p p o s i t e ,  p a in ; one 
never  d i r e c t l y  encounters  " tra n sp o r t ."  In The Art o f  Emily D ic k in so n ' s 
Early P o e t r y , David P o rter  e x p la in s  th at l i n e s  th ree  and four fu r th e r  
q u a l i f y  the  f i r s t  two l i n e s :  "To s u s p e c t  th a t  th ere  i s  in  some o th er
l i f e  a compensation fo r  p r e se n t  anguish r e p r e se n ts  an order o f under­
s ta n d in g  d i s t i n c t l y  d i f f e r e n t  from knowledge p o sse s se d ." ^  The image 
o f  one dying o f  t h i r s t  w ith  the s u s p ic io n  o f  "Brooks in  meadows" c l e a r l y  
has n e g a t iv e ,  i r o n ic  c o n n o ta t io n s .  Attem pting to  m aintain  o n e 's  f a i t h  
and t r u s t  in  the "M ysterious Bard," one has "To s ta y  the homesick -  
homesick fee t/U p on  a fo r e ig n  sh o re ."  N e v e r t h e le s s ,  one remains "Haunted 
by n a t iv e  la n d s ,  th e  w h ile  -/And b lu e  -  b e lo v ed  a ir !"  Emily D ick inson  
c l a s s i f i e s  t h i s  agony as "the Soverign  A n gu ish ,” which su g g e s ts  an 
agony o f  extreme degree as w e l l  as one caused by the "Sovereign ."
Only the 11 'L a u r e a te s , who are p a t ie n t  enough to  endure the " s ig n a l  
wo" o f  t h i s  p ed a g o g ic a l  system , w i l l  s in g  a c a r o l  to  the "M ysterious  
Bard." R efusing  to  i d e n t i f y  w ith  the " p a t ie n t  'L a u r e a te s , '"  the poet  
c lo s e s  w ith  th e  a s s e r t io n  th a t  the c a r o ls  are " I n a u d ib le ,  in d eed ,/T o  
us -  the d u l l e r  s c h o la r s ."  Emily D ick inson  can n e i t h e r  hear nor s in g  
th e  tunes o f  th e  "M ysterious Bard," and she thus r e b e ls  a g a in s t  p a t ie n t  
accep tan ce  o f  t h i s  humble, ra th er  degrading p o s i t i o n .  Sherwood m ain ta in s
th a t  w h i le  the  th eory  o f  p a in  as a p e d a g o g ic a l  d e v ic e  may be a r a t io n a l  
means o f  han d lin g  th e  problem, t h i s  approach i s  co n t in g en t  upon a firm  
b e l i e f  in  im m o rta lity .  Emily D ick inson  fr e q u e n t ly  r e v e a ls  her doubts  
about the a f t e r l i f e ;  t h i s  t r a d i t i o n a l ,  r e l i g i o u s  e x p la n a t io n  th e r e fo r e  
c l e a r ly  proves inadequate  fo r  h er .  A ls o ,  t h i s  approach in v o lv e s  a 
d i s t a s t e f u l l y  su b se r v ie n t  p o s i t i o n :  "When she attem pted i t ,  i t  g a l le d
her p r id e  and v i t i a t e d  her art" (Sherwood, p. 6 0 ) .
I f  she q u e s t io n s  th e  t r a d i t i o n a l  r e l i g i o u s  e x p la n a t io n  fo r  s u f f e r ­
in g ,  she a l s o  f in d s  Emerson's e x p la n a t io n  u n s a t i s f y in g .  In h i s  c r i t i c a l  
biograp h y , This  Was A P o e t , George F. Whicher m ain ta in s  th a t  Emily 
D ick in son  s e e s  th e  " o p p o sites"  o f the human ex p e r ie n c e  and " l ik e  
Emerson b e fo r e  h e r ,"  she i s  "Compensation's c h i l d . " While she does 
p e r c e iv e  the a n t i t h e s e s  o f  e x p er ien ce  and in  many poems d e p ic t s  the 
v a lu e  o f  the d i s ta n c in g  which " o p p o s ite s"  o f f e r ,  she does not share  
Emerson’s view  o f  n a tu r a l  b a la n ce .  Sherwood argues th a t  Emily D ick in ­
son p e r c e iv e s  "not Emerson’s e q u it a b le  p o l a r i t y  but cosm ic usury"
(p. 6 1 ) .  In  h i s  e s sa y  "Compensation," Emerson s t a t e s  th a t  "Every sw eet  
hath i t s  sour; every  e v i l  i t s  good."^ He then e x p la in s  th a t  "the  
world lo o k s  l i k e  a m u l t i p l i c a t i o n  t a b le ,  or a m athem atical eq u a tio n ,  
w hich, turn i t  how you w i l l ,  b a la n ces  i t s e l f "  (p . 9 9 ) .  For Emily D ickin  
so n , however, th e  world o f f e r s  n o t  a "m athem atical equation" but an 
un p rop ortion ate  r a t io  of p a in :
For each e x t a t i c  in s t a n t  
We must an anguish pay 
In keen and q u iv er in g  r a t io  
To th e  e x ta s y .
(125)
Her e x p er ien ce  o f  anguish has been too  profound fo r  her  to  accept  
Emerson's s im p le  eq u a t io n .
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Emily D ickinson does n o t  s e e  th e  j u s t  u n iv e r se  nor the balanced  
n a tu r a l  order which Emerson p e r c e iv e s .  According to  Sherwood, " for  
h e r ,  the p o t e n t i a l  compensation ga in ed  from adverse  e x p e r ie n c e  i s  
ach ieved  through th e  i n s i g h t  o f  th e  c r e a tu r e ,  n o t  as a n a tu r a l  law o f  
th e  Creator" (p . 6 2 ) .  Given the burden o f  p a in ,  Emily D ickinson  
c o n c e iv e s  her  ta sk  to  be s u r v iv a l .  Her a b i l i t y  to  d e r iv e  some b e n e f i t  
from an ex p e r ie n c e  o f  pain  th e r e fo r e  becomes "a t e s t  of the ca p a c ity  
of the in t e l l i g e n c e "  or o f  th e  c o n sc io u sn ess  (Sherwood, p. 6 2 ) .  •'J&dgn 
she does n ot emphasize pain as an a sp e c t  o f  God's P la n , she develops  
some o f  her most pow erful poems concern in g  human s u f f e r i n g .  Pain
 _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _  . . . h i . i. i . i . i I I  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
becomes a means o f  e x p lo r in g  her c o n sc io u sn e s s  and hence o f  fu r th e r
(3 5 5 ) ,  she can use  th e  p a in fu l  ex p e r ie n c e  to c r e a te  the n ec essa ry  
d is ta n c in g  to a l lo w  her  to  comprehend j o y ,  p le a s u r e ,  or " tr a n sp o r t ."  
U nlike in  "To lea rn  the  Transport,"  she may p roc la im  the  advantages,  
o f  le a r n in g  through a n t i t h e s e s .  I f  "Success  i s  counted sw ee te s t"  (67) 
has s l i g h t  i r o n i c a l  s u g g e s t io n s ,  her  emphasis r e s t s  on the enhanced  
in s i g h t  o f  the one who l i e s  " d e fea ted  -  dy ing ."  S im i la r ly ,  "Water, 
i s  tau gh t by t h i r s t "  (135) c o n tr a s t s  w ith  "To lea rn  th e  Transport":  
w h ile  she n o te s  th e  pain  o f  the e x p e r ie n c e ,  she  em phasizes the  p o s i t i v e  
b e n e f i t s  o f  th e  s u f f e r i n g .
As Sherwood p o in t s  o u t ,  in  such poems as "Success i s  counted  
sw ee te s t"  and "Water i s  taught by t h i r s t , "  "the p r o ta g o n is t  i s  an a c t iv e  
and independent le a r n e r ;  here  s u f f e r in g  e x i s t s  n o t  to  dem onstrate  
God's s u p e r io r i t y  or to  prepare us to  a p p re c ia te  h i s  fu tu re  benevo­
le n c e  by c o n t r a s t ,  but to  in c r e a s e  our comprehension o f  experience"
(pp. 6 0 -6 1 ) .  Emily thus o f t e n  i l l u s t r a t e s  how pain can be used "to
dey.elap.ing her  seT T -aw areness. B e l ie v in g  th a t  " ’T is  ODposites -  e n t ic e "
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augment our most s p e c i f i c a l l y  human r e so u r c e ,  the  c o n s c io u sn e s s ” 
(Sherwood, p. 6 1 ) ,  As A lb ert J , G elp i a s s e r t s ,  she  makes " the c u l t i v a ­
t io n  o f  c o n sc io u sn e s s  her r e l i g i o n ” (p . 1 0 8 ) .  Those poems in  which  
she i l l u s t r a t e s  how she u se s  pain  to  c o n tr ib u te  to  t h i s  " c u l t iv a t io n  
o f  her co n sc io u sn ess"  prove to  be some o f  her  most powerful and in t e n s e  
poems. In t h e s e  poems, she channels the energy o f  the e x c r u c ia t in g  
pain to  i t s  most p r a c t i c a l  b e n e f i t .  F a sc in a ted  by th e  power which  
she g e ts  through s u f f e r in g  and by th e  expansion  which can occu r, she  
i n v e s t i g a t e s  some o f  th e  f a r t h e s t  l i m i t s  o f  her mind and dem onstrates  
a r e l i g i o u s  concern fo r  th e  p r o te c t io n  o f  her c o n s c io u sn e s s .
I I
POSITIVE EFFECTS-OF PAIN
When Emily D ick inson  d is p la y s  her most p o s i t i v e ,  p r a c t i c a l  
approach to  s u f f e r i n g ,  she dem onstrates how pain  can become a means 
o f  d eve lop in g  em otion al s t r e n g t h ,  o f  enhancing o n e ’ s a p p r e c ia t io n  o f  
d e l ig h t  and b ea u ty , or o f  expanding one’ s c o n s c io u sn e s s .  While she  
can d e r iv e  such p o s i t i v e  r e s u l t s  from h er  m isery , sh e  n ever  f a i l s  to  
convince  us o f  the p ro fu n d ity  o f  the hurt which she s u f f e r s .  By 
e x h ib i t in g  an am bivalent approach to an gu ish , she e x p r e s s e s  both an 
awareness o f  the extreme hurt o f  the pa in  as w e l l  as an understanding  
o f  i t s  p o s s i b l e  b e n e f i c i a l  e f f e c t s .  S im i la r ly ,  she o f t e n  i n d ic a t e s  
both a f e a r  o f  the  agony and a d e s ir e  to c u l t i v a t e  an ex p er ien ce  o f  
s u f f e r in g :  aware th a t  pain can expand her c o n s c io u sn e s s ,  she a ls o
r ec o g n iz e s  the p o s s i b i l i t y  th a t  her s u f f e r in g  could cause an expansion  
beyond her powers o f  c o n tr o l  and thus e l i c i t  what John Cody terms 11 the 
l o s s  o f  o n e ’ s p sy c h ic  i n t e g r i t y M i n d f u l  of t h i s  dual p o t e n t i a l  of  
p a in ,  Emily D ick in son  attem pts to  d e r iv e  p o s i t i v e  e f f e c t s  from anguish  
and a t the same tim e r e c o g n iz e s  the need to  impose l i m i t a t i o n s  and 
c o n tr o l  on her s u f f e r in g  c o n sc io u sn e s s .  Because she s e n s e s  the  extreme  
hurt and th e  s i g n i f i c a n t  danger o f  the pain and y e t  a ls o  c h e r ish e s  i t s  
p o t e n t i a l l y  fa v o r a b le  e f f e c t s ,  Emily D ickinson r e f l e c t s  an am bivalent  
a t t i t u d e  and c r e a te s  p a r t i c u l a r ly  in t e n s e  p oetry  concerning pa in .
In some o f  her  b e s t  poems concerning the p o s s ib l e  p o s i t i v e  d e r iv a ­
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t i v e s  o f  s u f f e r i n g ,  she in c r e a s e s  th e  i n t e n s i t y  by her  use o f  p o e t i c  
d e v ic e s .  The imagery o f  th ese  poems o f t e n  i l l u s t r a t e s  the power and 
s tr e n g th  d er iv ed  from pain  as w e l l  as th e  d i f f i c u l t y  o f  c o n t r o l l in g  
th e  agony. Her customary r eg u la r  meter s e r v e s  to  s t r e s s  her dominating  
r e g u la t io n  o f  the  angu ish . O ften she  w i l l  then vary or break th e  meter  
to  s u g g e s t  u n r e s tr a in a b le  outbreaks o f  the torm ent, to  imply the d i f f i ­
c u l t  im p o s it io n  o f  ord er ,  or to  dem onstrate her ambivalence about a 
s ta te m e n t .  In  a d d i t io n ,  Emily D ick inson  u ses  rhyme in  such a way th a t
B r i t a  L in d b erg -S ey ersted , the un d ispu ted  a u th o r ity  on D ick inson*s
11m e tr ic s ,  terms i t  a "c o o l in g  d e v ic e ."  Emily D ickinson h e r s e l f  sa y s
th a t  she w i l l  " t e l l  a Hurt -  to  c o o l  i t "  (5 5 4 ) .  Her c r e a t io n  o f
rhymes may thus su g g e s t  an attempt to order  h er  agonized  thoughts
and s u b j e c t  them to  the r u le s  o f  p o e tr y .  Rhyme th e r e fo r e  o f t e n  im p lie s
both "burning” anguish  as w^l.^as--eoni:^Q.l^ B e s id e s  u sing  rhyme to
o f  u n r e s tr a in a b le  pain  or to  imply a t e n t a t i v e n e s s  about her a s s e r t io n .
In "I can wade Grief" (252) she o f f e r s  a c le a r  s ta tem en t of the  
power which she can d e r iv e  from p a in .  In Emily D ic k in so n , Richard  
Chase argues th a t  " the poem i s  c e r t a in ly  in co h eren t as a r a t io n a l
an " incoherent"  system  o f  imagery, one might p o in t  out i t s  achievem ent  
o f  i n t e n s i f i c a t i o n  by a rap id  p i l i n g  up o f  images and metaphors. She 
can "wade Grief" and can m aintain  her b a la n ce  excep t when th rea ten ed  
by the  " l e a s t  push o f  Joy."  T his  jo y  "breaks up" her  s t e p s ,  as p ebb les  
o r d in a r i ly  would. In t h i s  c a s e ,  the  p e b b le ,  which may r ep resen t  p a in ,  
i s  not r e s p o n s ib le  fo r  her d i f f i c u l t i e s  and i s  th e r e fo r e  ad v ised  not  
to sm ile  smugly. She then compares t h i s  jo y  to a "New Liquor,"  which
she may break the rhyme to  i l l u s t r a t e  the  outbreak
sta tem en t and as a system  o f  im ages." 12 Rather than terming t h i s  poem
i n t o x i c a t e s  her and makes her  " t ip  -  drunken." I f  she i s  th rea ten ed  
by jo y  in  the f i r s t  s ta n z a ,  in  th e  f i n a l  s ta n z a  she  more s u b t ly  s u g g e s t s  
the  th r e a t  o f  p a in ,  the  more t y p ic a l  "danger" fo r  Emily D ick in son . Now 
she turns to  the image o f  "woven rope,"  according  to David P o r ter  
(p . 5 1 ) ,  to ex em p lify  how she d e r iv e s  power from pain  " th r o 1 D i s c i p l i n e .  
The image o f  s tra n d s  b e in g  added to  a rope through each p a in fu l  e x p e r i ­
ence " T i l l  Weights -  w i l l  hang" im p lie s  the t e d io u s ,  demanding d i f f i ­
c u l ty  o f  the s low  p ro c ess  and the  need fo r  r ig o ro u s  c o n t r o l .  Provided  
such d i s c i p l i n e  i s  m ain ta in ed , em otional s tr e n g th  w i l l  be developed  
so  th a t  "Weights" can "hang." C on trastin g  th e  e f f e c t s  o f  g iv in g  
"Balm" or "Himmaleh" to g i a n t s ,  she r e p r e se n ts  th e  s tr e n g th  which i s  
acquired from th e  p a in fu l  e x p e r ie n c e .  The burden o f  ca rry in g  "Himmaleh" 
could  p o t e n t i a l l y  prove overwhelming (even fo r  a g i a n t ) . "Thro* D is ­
c i p l i n e ,"  however, th e  ag o n iz in g  ep iso d e  can be dominated and tr a n s­
formed in to  a sou rce  o f  s tr e n g th .
Emily D ic k in so n ’s emphasis on the  power which she g a in s  from
13d i s c i p l in e d  agony i s  fu r th e r  r e in fo r c e d  by the meter o f  t h i s  poem.
The poem b e g in s  w ith  th ree  l i n e s  o f  iam bic d im eter . Then, w ith  the  
" l e a s t  push o f  Joy" in  l i n e  fo u r ,  the meter becomes ir r e g u l a r .  Using  
some t r o c h a ic  v e r s e  w ith  o th er  e x c e p t io n s ,  she produces some i r r e g u l a r ,  
" u n con tro lled"  v e r s e  in  t h i s  f i r s t  s ta n z a .  In Voice o f  the P o e t , B r i ta  
L in d b erg -S ey ersted  p o in ts  out th a t  " co n s id e r a b le  am biguity  and in d e t e r ­
minacy" may occur " in  l i n e s  where tr o c h e es  spread over  more than the  
i n i t i a l  r ev e r sa l"  (p . 1 3 2 ) .  In s ta n z a  one , th ree  in t e r n a l  tr o c h e es  
occur as w e l l  as an i n i t i a l  tr o c h e e .  These tr o ch ees  r e in f o r c e  the id e a  
of jo y  as an u n s e t t l i n g  ex p e r ie n c e  and h en ce , by c o n t r a s t ,  o f  pa in  as a 
s tr e n g th e n in g  and ( in  t h i s  case) c o n tr o l le d  p r o c e s s .  S tanza  two, which
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e x c lu s i v e ly  d i s c u s s e s  pain  w ith o u t the  th re a t  o f  " J o y ,” has two i n i t i a l  
tro c h e es  in  l i n e s  one and two but has no in t e r n a l  t r o c h e e s .  I t s  meter  
proves to  be much more reg u la r  than th a t  o f  s ta n z a  one. The i n i t i a l  
tr o c h e e s ,  however, may imply some d i f f i c u l t y  in  imposing c o n tr o l .  By 
th e  l a s t  two l i n e s ,  the th r e a t  o f  p a in  has been q u ie te d :  the f i n a l
l i n e s  return  to  the opening iam bic d im eter . The com parative r e g u la r i t y  
of t h i s  second s ta n z a  s t r e s s e s  her s e l f - p o s s e s s i o n  and en fo rced  c o n tr o l  
when in  p a in . Her use  o f  meter in  t h i s  poem thus does n o t  emphasize  
the menace o f  pain  as much as i t  dem onstrates the  s tr e n g th  which she  
ga in s  and e x e r c i s e s  in  encounters  w ith  agony. She fu r th e r  rep re sen ts  
her  firm  hold  on th e  pain  by producing an e x a c t  rhyme between th e  
i n i t i a l  s y l l a b l e  o f  "Himmaleh" and "him" at the end o f  t h i s  poem, 
which i s  o th erw ise  la ck in g  in  any s i g n i f i c a n t  rhymes. Having been  
th reaten ed  by jo y  and perhaps to  a degree by pain  to o ,  she d is p la y s  
a f i n a l  s t e a d in e s s  and c o n tr o l .
In  a d d it io n  to  d e r iv in g  t h i s  p o s i t i v e  b e n e f i t  o f  em otional  
s tr e n g th  from p a in ,  Emily D ickinson p o in ts  out th a t  one may a ls o  le a rn
o f  su ffer ing- .-  As Richard Wilbur e x p la in s  in  h i s  e ssa y  "Sumptuous
and approaches a l l  e x p er ien ce  w ith  the a t t i t u d e  th a t  " p r iv a t io n  i s  more 
p l e n t i f u l  than p len ty"  (p . 130 ) . C h a r a c t e r i s t i c a l l y ,  th en , she  co n s id ers  
pain  to  be a means o f  a c h ie v in g  a d i s ta n c e  which can endow d e l ig h t  and 
beauty w ith  a " sw eetn ess  in c r e a s in g  in  p ro p o rt io n  to  t h e i r  remoteness"  
(W ilbur, p. 1 3 3 ) .  In  Poem 572, she  e x p la in s  th a t
iate delight or beauty more fullv—-as—-a—result of the experience..
Destitution," Dickinson lives "in a world of delectable distances"^
D e l ig h t  -  becomes p i c t o r a l  -  
When viewed through Pain -  
More f a i r  -  because  im p o ss ib le  
That any gain  -
In th e  second s ta n z a  she i l l u s t r a t e s  her  id e a  by remarking th a t  as long  
as one m ain ta ins  a "given d is ta n ce"  between o n e s e l f  and the mountain, 
one w i l l  p e r c e iv e  th e  " p ic t o r ia l"  amber mountain. I f  one approaches  
th e  mountain and thereby d ecrea ses  th e  in te r v e n in g  d i s t a n c e ,  one w i l l  
l o s e  th e  a e s t h e t i c  d e l ig h t  o f f e r e d  by the  view from a fa r .  S im i la r ly ,  
in  "Success i s  counted sw eetest"  ( 6 7 ) ,  the one who i s  s u c c e s s f u l  cannot 
comprehend s u c c e s s ;  r a th e r ,  the one who l i e s  " d e fea ted  -  dying" r e c e iv e s  
the  s p i r i t u a l  ga in  o f  enhanced in s i g h t  in t o  the n ature  o f  v i c t o r y .
In  h i s  d i s c u s s io n  o f  "Success  i s  counted sw eetest"  ( 6 7 ) ,  Richard  
Wilbur argues th a t  Emily D ick inson  im p lie s  " the s u p e r io r i t y  o f  d e fe a t  
to  v ic to r y "  so  th a t  the dying s o l d i e r ' s  l o t  proves p r e fe r a b le  to th a t  
o f  the  v i c t o r i o u s  men (p . 132 ) . Indeed , she  does s t r e s s  the in c r ea se d  
awareness o f  th e  d e fe a te d  s o l d i e r ,  but she n e v e r t h e le s s  a ls o  ends the  
poem on an am bivalent n o te :  th e  " s t r a in s  o f  triumph" may be "c lear"
but they are a ls o  " agon ized ."  Her am bivalence perhaps proves more 
apparent in  "Must be a Wo" (571) than in  t h i s  poem. In "Must be a Wo" 
she  again  s t a t e s  the need to  s u f f e r  in  order to a p p re c ia te  jo y  or 
b ea u ty , but she m ain ta in s  a s u b t le  s t r a i n  o f  t e n t a t iv e n e s s .  The t e n s io n  
crea ted  by her  am bivalence proves r e s p o n s ib le  fo r  th e  i n t e n s i t y  o f  the  
poem. She b eg in s  wTi t h  the s im ple  d e c la r a t io n  th a t  th ere  "Must be a 
Wo -  /  A l o s s  or so" in  order "To bend the  e y e /B e s t  b e a u ty 's  way."  
S u g g es t in g  some s t r a i n  by u s in g  th e  verb "bend," she  then im p lie s  
fu r th e r  d i f f i c u l t y  by s t a t i n g  th a t  "once a s la n t"  th e  eye w i l l  n e v e r th e ­
l e s s  s t i l l  ob serve  " D e lig h t /A s  d i f f i c u l t / A s  S t a l a c t i t e . "  She then  
proposes th e  "equation" th a t  the  pain  or "price"  i s  "Even as the Grace."  
Her use o f  the  m athem atica l and monetary language su g g e s ts  a c o n tr o l  
and order over  th e  a g o n iz in g  e x p e r ie n c e .  In the f i n a l  s ta n z a ,  however,
the " p r ic e ” o f  th e  Cross r ep re sen ts  a seem in g ly  i n f i n i t e ,  u n c o n tr o l la b le  
woe which su r p a sse s  th e  boundaries o f  human d i s c i p l i n e .  The image o f  i 
th e  s t a l a c t i t e  and th a t  o f  the ,c r o s s ,  the on ly  images o f  the poem, c a l l  / 
fo r  a comparison. The former, p o in t in g  downward, s u g g e s t s  th e  f i n i t e  
and hence the p o t e n t i a l l y  c o n t r o l la b le  d i f f i c u l t y ;  th e  l a t t e r ,  w ith  i t s  
C h r is t ia n  im p l i c a t io n s ,  p o in ts  upward and s u g g e s t s  and i n f i n i t e  agony.
Adding her  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  t w is t  a t  the end, Emily D ick inson  does 
not s t a t e  her v iew  o f  the b e n e f i t s  d er ived  from submerging o n e s e l f  in  
a woe o f  th e  c a l ib e r  o f  C h r is t1s s u f f e r in g .  As in  "The h a llo w in g  o f  
P ain” (772) in  which she s t a t e s  th at " A ll -  i s  the p r ic e  o f  A l l ,"  she  
im p lie s  both  th e  g r ea t  v a lu e  and the grea t p r ic e  o f  such complete  
s u f f e r in g .  A s u b t le  n o te  o f  h e s i ta n c y ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  ends both o f  th ese  
poems. In "Must be a Wo" she ends w ith  a dash and om its  a f i n a l  fou rth  
l i n e .  The r e s t  o f  the poem c o n s i s t s  o f  s ta n z a s  o f  four l i n e s  and has a 
predom inantly  reg u la r  meter; t h i s  om iss ion  o f  the f i n a l  a n t ic ip a te d  l i n e  
causes  a s i g n i f i c a n t  break. The o th er  most marked e x c e p t io n  to  the  
r e g u la r i t y  o f  th e  v e r se  occurs in  the l i n e  "Even as the  Grace." In 
every  o th er  l i n e ,  fou r  s y l l a b l e s  occu r , but here  th ere  are f i v e .  This  
m e tr ic a l  v a r ia t io n  emphasizes the m athem atical eq u ation  in v o lv in g  "the  
price"  and "the Grace," but i t  a ls o  perhaps s u g g e s t s  a h e s i ta n c y  or 
q u e s t io n in g  o f  th e  "evenness" and ba lan ce  o f  th e  eq u ation  when grea t  
pain  i s  in v o lv e d .  In  a d d it io n ,  the rhyme breaks down in  the  f i n a l  
s ta n z a  and fu r th e r  r e f l e c t s  a t e n t a t iv e n e s s .  In th e  f i r s t  s ta n z a ,  "wo" 
and "so" rhyme, and vowel rhyme occurs between a l l  four f i n a l  words. In  
th e  second s ta n z a  "D elight"  and " S t a la c t i t e "  rhyme, and th e  consonant 
rhyme o f  the  f i n a l  "t" occurs among a l l  four f i n a l  words. S im i la r ly ,  
in  th e  th ir d  s ta n z a  one f in d s  assonance ( " B l i s s " /" i s " )  as w e l l  as
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consonance ( |s| ) among a l l  four f i n a l  words (" is"  o f f e r s  a s ig h t  rhyme
though i t  produces th e  Izf so u n d ) . "Extravagance" and "Cross" have a
f i n a l  consonance rhyme but la c k  s ig h t  rhyme, and no u n ify in g  rhyme
occurs among th e  th r e e  f i n a l  words in  t h i s  s ta n z a .  The " c o o l in g
device"  thus to  a degree breaks down at the end. Emily D ick inson  thus  
may be s u b t ly  im p ly ing  some qualms concerning such an unreserved and 
p o t e n t i a l l y  u n c o n tr o l la b le  woe as the Cross r e p r e s e n ts .  N e v e r th e le s s ,  
she ~recogn izes^and p r a is e s  the v a lu e  of^agony, as pain  en a b les  her  to  
a p p re c ia te  "Best Beauty." Her ambivalence c r e a te s  a t e n s io n  which  
sa v es  th e  poem from any h in t  o f  b a n a l i t y  and produces i t s  in t e n s e  
q u a l i t y .
For Emily D ick in so n , pain  i s  not u s e fu l  s o l e l y  because  i t  
in c r e a s e s  o n e 's  a p p r e c ia t io n  o f  i t s  o p p o s i t e s .  In o th er  poems on s u f f e r ­
in g ,  she s u g g e s ts  th e  v a lu e  o f  an agony in  terms o f  the p o s s ib l e  e x -  L 
pansion  o f  c o n s c io u sn e s s .  In th e se  poems she dem onstrates her d e s ir e  
to  c u l t i v a t e  the pain as w e l l  as her fe a r  th a t  her expansion  w i l l  
d estro y  her p s y c h ic  i n t e g r i t y .  On the  one hand, she p r e se n ts  her  
e f f o r t s  to c o n tr o l  and d i s c i p l i n e  her mind when in  agony so th at she may 
m ainta in  th e  n e c e s s a r y  supports  fo r  her c o n s c io u sn e s s ;  on th e  o th er  hand, 
she dem onstrates her  a t t r a c t io n  to  th e  e n t i c in g  n ature  o f  p a in . As Cody 
e x p l a i n s ,
The same in d e f i n i t e n e s s  o f  ego boundaries  that  
p r e sa g es  p s y c h o t ic  con fu sion  may, under oth er  
c ircu m sta n ces ,  le a d  to a f e e l i n g  o f  ex p a n s iv en ess  as 
th e  ego e n la r g e s ,  as i t  w ere , to  in c lu d e  new t e r r i t o r y  
w ith in  i t s  wavering p er im eter .  Thus, w h i le  Emily 
D ick inson  acknowledges the p a in fu l  ten u ou sn ess  o f  the  
borders  o f her s en se  o f  s e l f ,  from another p e r s p e c t iv e  
she r e j o i c e s  in  the h e ig h ten ed  e s t h e t i c  s e n s i b i l i t y  
such a weakness sometimes b r in g s  w ith  i t .
(p . 285)
While her r e s e r v a t io n s  may n ot  be d i r e c t l y  s t a t e d ,  she u se s  p o e t i c
d e v ic e s  to  c r e a te  the te n s io n .
In the r e l a t i v e l y  e a r ly  poem "A Wounded Deer -  le a p s  h ig h es t"  
( 1 6 5 ) ,  she shows an i n t e r e s t  in  t h i s  theme o f  exp an sion . In t h i s  poem 
the expansion  proves  to  be in  terms o f  th e  h e ig h ten ed  awareness which  
accompanies p a in  or death . The deer makes i t s  h ig h e s t  leap  b ecau se  o f  
th e  "Extasy o f  d e a th ." By u s in g  p a r a l l e l  s t r u c t u r in g ,  Emily D ick inson  
im p lie s  th e  s im i la r  s u p e r la t iv e  resp on ses  o f  even the  inan im ate  when 
s tr u c k  by "pa in fu l"  b low s: "The Sm itten  Rock th a t  g u s h e s ! /The Trampled
S t e e l  th a t  sp r in g s !"  Moving on to the human l e v e l ,  she then proposes  
th a t  the  cheek w i l l  redden most n o t ic e a b ly  " Ju st where the H e c t ic  
s t i n g s ."  Her d e s ir e  to  p r o te c t  her "hurt" in  the l a s t  s ta n z a  s u g g e s t s  
her v a lu in g  o f  some kind o f  in c r e a se d  p s y c h ic  awareness which r e s u l t s  
from th e  anguish o f  her "hurt."  Here the emphasis r e s t s  predom inantly  
on p r o t e c t in g  her  pa in  from th e  s ig h t  o f  o th e r  by assuming th e  appear­
ance o f  "Mirth." She does not r e f l e c t  the fe a r  o f  an overexpan sion  
which she w i l l  show in  l a t e r  poems. N e v e r t h e le s s ,  she does p r e se n t  
some t e n s io n  between motion and s t a s i s .  The "Brake i s  s t i l l "  (as  w e l l  
as th e  deer) a f t e r  th e  superb d e a th - le a p .  Although she does not  
s p e c i f i c a l l y  comment on the u lt im a te  f a t e  o f  the "rock" and " s t e e l , "  
one would assume th a t  th ey  e v e n tu a l ly  rega in  t h e i r  s t a t i c  s t a t e .  The 
"Sm itten  rock" may "gush," but i t  a ls o  r e t a in s  s t a b i l i t y  and i t s  own 
i n t e g r i t y .  S im i la r ly ,  the  "Trampled s t e e l"  may " sp r in g ,"  but i t  should  
return  in t a c t  to  i t s  o r i g i n a l  s t a s i s .  T his  t e n s io n  may be an e a r ly  in ­
d ic a t io n  o f  her concern w ith  c o n tr o l  and the n e c essa ry  l i m i t s  o f  ex­
p an sion , though she  makes no e x p l i c i t  s ta tem en t in  t h i s  poem concerning  
her f e a r s .
In a l a t e r  poem, "A n earn ess  to Tremendousness" (9 6 3 ) ,  Emily
D ickinson e x p lo r es  t h i s  theme o f  expansion  o f  c o n s c io u sn e s s  fu r th e r  
and c r e a te s  a d e f i n i t e  t e n s io n  between her d e s ir e  to  c u l t i v a t e  the  
expansion  through p a in  and her need to  impose c o n tr o l  and o rd er . By 
an extrem ely  s k i l l f u l  use o f  lan gu age, Emily D ick inson  r e p r e se n ts  her  
e f f o r t  to  p la c e  some r e s t r a i n t s  on a p o w er fu lly  ex p a n s iv e  and e n t ic in g  
agony. David P o r ter  s t a t e s  th a t  the "sentim ent (as  much as i s  d i s ­
c e r n ib le )  cannot a s s im i la t e  the  v e rb a l  m an ipu lations fo r  they  in tru d e  
and a r r e s t  the r e a d e r ’ s a t te n t io n "  (p . 1 2 7 ) .  The language does indeed  
" a r re s t  the r e a d e r ’ s a t te n t io n "  but does n o t  th e r e fo r e  prove a "barrier"  
as P o r ter  l a t e r  s u g g e s t s .  The " verb a l m anipulations"  r e f l e c t  the  
d i f f i c u l t y  o f  " con fin in g"  agony to  the  l i m i t s  o f  language and, by 
im p l ic a t io n ,  to  any kind o f  contro l*  She b eg in s  w ith  a l i n e  which  
s u g g e s t s  an ap p ea lin g  expansion  because  o f  the lo n g ,  r e so n a t in g  word 
"Tremendousness" and because  o f  the appearance o f  th e  com parative ly  
lon g  le n g th  o f  the l i n e .  She c o n tr a c t s  the next l i n e  and r e p re sen ts  
an e f f o r t  to  c o n tr o l  the exp an sion , which breaks fo r th  again  in  the  
fo l lo w in g  l i n e ,  " A f f l i c t i o n  ranges B o u n d le s s n e s s .” While she c o n tr o ls  
the  agony in  r eg u la r  Common M eter, she turns to  th e  v a r ia t io n  o f "Sevens  
and S ixes"  (sev en  s y l l a b l e s ,  s i x  s y l l a b l e s )  in  th e  second s ta n z a .  
According to  B r i t a  L in d b erg -S ey ersted , the fem in ine  e n d in g s ,  which occur  
in  the  Sevens and S ix e s  prove to  be one means o f  b lu r r in g  th e  v e r se  
l i n e  (p . 137 ) . The l i n e s  o f  the  second s ta n z a  are fu r th e r  b lu rred  by 
the use o f  enjambment. Her use o f  enjambment in  th e  l a s t  th ree  l i n e s  
o f  t h i s  second s ta n z a  and between the s ta n za s  runs the l i n e s  to g e th e r .  
Such b lu r r in g  d e v ic e s  p ortray  agony as not on ly  exp an sive  but a ls o  as 
p o t e n t i a l l y  u n r e s tr a in a b le .
S im i la r ly ,  the breaking down o f  th e  rhyme in  the second s ta n z a
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su g g e s t s  t h a t  the agony i s  " b u rs t in g  forth" from i t s  c o n t r o l s .  In  
s ta n z a  on e , "Tremendousness" and "Boundlessness" end in  i d e n t i c a l  
s y l l a b l e s ,  and "procures" and "Laws" have consonant rhyme. In th e  
second s ta n z a ,  however, on ly  some s l i g h t  s la n t  rhyme e x i s t s  between  
"stay" and " I l l o c a l i t y " : th e  agony i s  "defying" th e  " c o o l in g  d e v ic e ."
This pain  i s  fu r th e r  " ch a llen g in g"  the r e s t r a i n t  imposed by our vocab­
u la r y :  the f i n a l  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  o f  p a in ’s l o c a t i o n ,  " I l l o c a l i t y "  does
not even prove to  be an accep ted  word. As in  many o f  her poems, Emily 
D ickinson  f in d s  i t  n e cessa ry  to  in v e n t  a word to  d e sc r ib e  t h i s  ex ­
p e r ie n c e .  P r e v io u s ly  in  th e  poem she has employed words s u g g e s t in g  
an attempt to  measure th e  pa in  and thus e x e r c i s e  some c o n tr o l  over  
i t s  e x t e n s iv e n e s s .  "Agony procures" a "nearness"  to  "Tremendousness."  
S in ce  "Tremendousness" r e p r e se n ts  i n f i n i t y ,  terms o f  degree  or o f  f i n i t e  
measurement prove i r r e l e v a n t .  "Ranges" a l s o  im p lie s  a g iv en  f i n i t e  
a r ea ,  w h i le  "Boundlessness" means a " la ck  o f  b o u n d a r ies ."  Perhaps  
aware o f  the  p o s s i b i l i t y  th a t  th e  ex p e r ie n c e  o f  s u f f e r in g  may extend  
o n e ’ s c o n sc io u sn ess  to i n f i n i t y  ra th er  than only  "near" to "Tremen­
d ou sn ess ,"  she  s t r u g g le s  to  c o n tr o l  t h i s  ex p a n s iv en ess  by imposing  
some l i m i t a t i o n s .  F a sc in a ted  by the  expansion  o f  c o n sc io u sn ess  through  
s u f f e r i n g ,  she  r ec o g n iz e s  i t s  p o t e n t i a l l y  c h a o t ic  and u n r e s tr a in a b le  
n a tu r e .
In some o f  her  o th er  poems on s u f f e r i n g ,  she  w r i t e s  more e x p l i c ­
i t l y  about her  concern w ith  boundaries than she does in  the above poems. 
In "Bound -  a troub le"  (2 6 9 ) ,  she p o in ts  out the need fo r  a l i m i t  or  
a boundary so th a t  " l i v e s  can bear i t  [th e  t r o u b le ] ."  In a l a t e r  
v e r s io n  o f  the  same poem, she m ain ta ins  th a t
C ircu m scrip tion  -  e n a b le s  Wo -  
S t i l l  to  a n t i c i p a t e  -  Were no l i m i t  -  
Who were s u f f i c i e n t  to  Misery?
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One must be aware o f  some l i m i t  in  order to  be a b le  to  w ith sta n d  the  
m isery . I f  a l i m i t  e x i s t s ,  "how deep a b le e d in g  [can] go ."  The 
e x i s t e n c e  o f  some boundary makes the agony t o l e r a b l e .  Emphasizing the  
need to  measure th e  pa in  and hence a s s e s s  i t s  b ou n d a r ies ,  she u ses  the  
m athem atical terms o f  "Algebra" and "cypher."  In the  second s ta n z a  
she then a d v is e s  th a t  one should " T e ll  i t  [ to ]  the Ages." The pain  
" w i l l  ache" even a f t e r  she "sings"  about her agony; but having communi- 
cated  the  an g u ish , she has e s t a b l i s h e d  enough o f  a c o n tr o l  to make her  
"contented" in  her p a in .  In the l a t e r  v e r s io n  she s i m i la r ly  m aintains  
th a t  one should  " S ta te  i t  [ to ]  the Ages." T h e re fo r e ,  she i s  not  
e x c l u s i v e l y  sp eak in g  o f  some e x te r n a l  l i m i t ,  such as death or the  
assu ran ce  o f  fu tu r e  j o y .  Rather, she em phasizes the  importance o f  
im posing some p r e se n t  l i m i t a t i o n  or boundary, such as " s ta t in g "  the 
woe, so  th a t  one can d i s c i p l i n e  t h i s  p o t e n t i a l l y  overwhelming agony.
I f  she a ttem p ts  to  "measure" her g r i e f ,  she a l s o  r e c o g n iz e s  th at
agony has a r t i f i c i a l  b ou n d a r ies ,  th o se  which one imposes upon the
tr o u b le .  In poem 561 she b eg in s  w ith  a s ta tem en t s u g g e s t in g  her e f f o r t
to  "measure" o t h e r s 1 g r i e f :
I measure every G r ie f  I meet 
With narrow, prob in g , Eyes 
I wonder i f  I t  weighs l i k e  Mine 
Or Has an E a s ie r  s i z e .
She knows, however, th a t  she cannot r e a l l y  "measure" g r i e f :  she  cannot
"guess the k in d /C o rrec t ly "  and can o n ly  "presume" th a t some are eq u iva ­
le n t  to  h e r s .  I f  one cannot "measure" g r i e f  a c c u r a t e ly ,  n e i th e r  can 
one "compass a D esp a ir ."  In "No Man can compass a Despair" (4 7 7 ) ,  she  
e x p la in s  th a t  th e  pain o f  d esp a ir  proves e i t h e r  so amorphous or so  
e x te n s iv e  th at one cannot c a l c u la t e  or encompass t h i s  agony. One in  
pain  i s  compared to  a t r a v e l l e r  on a " G o a lle ss  Road" which appears to
be c i r c u l a r .  The t r a v e l l e r  cannot com plete h i s  c i r c u l a r  path and 
thereby "compass a D esp a ir ,"  fo r  he t r a v e ls  "No f a s t e r  than a M ile  at 
once" and the  sun i s  " s e t t i n g  on His p ro g r ess ."
Because o f  the i n t e n s i t y  o f  t h i s  l i m i t l e s s  agony which Emily 
D ickinson  s u f f e r s ,  she fe a r s  her i n a b i l i t y  to  impose boundaries or 
c o n s tr a in t s  on h e r s e l f .  In s e v e r a l  poems she v i v i d l y  r e p r e se n ts  the  
d i f f i c u l t y  which she has in  m ain ta in in g  composure by comparing her v a in  
to  v o lc a n ic  f i r e .  W illiam  Sherwood s u g g e s t s  th a t  in  "I have never  seen  
’V olcanoes'"  (175) she dem onstrates th a t  "she does not always have s u f f i ­
c i e n t  f a i t h  in  her  own reso u rces  . . .  to  s u s t a in  th e  p re ssu r e  o f  
su f fe r in g "  (p . 5 4 ) .  David P o r te r  argu es, however, that the poem i s  
in ten d ed  "to  c h a r a c t e r iz e  th e  triumph o f  th e  s t o i c a l  s e l f "  (p . 1 7 3 ) .
While she c l e a r l y  r e c o g n iz e s  the need fo r  s t o i c a l  c o n tr o l  and s t r u g g le s  
to  r e s t r a in  an " eru p tio n ,"  in  the  l a s t  th ree  s ta n za s  h er  c o n d it io n a l  
s ta tem en ts  c l e a r l y  in d ic a t e  th a t  she has doubts about her  triumph over  
the pa in . The "sm ouldering anguish" may "overcome" the  " s t i l l n e s s  . . . /  
In th e  human fa c e ."  No r e l e a s e  from th e  tumultuous agony can be assured  
even on "Resumption Mom." As John Cody e x p la in s ,  " the f i n a l  s ta n z a s  o f  
t h i s  poem r e v e a l  u n c e r ta in ty  regarding  the s e c u r i t y  o f  t h i s  contro l"
(p . 301 ) . While she may adopt "Mirth" as her "Mail o f  Anguish" (165) 
and d i s g u i s e  her  v o lc a n ic  agony under "the Grass" of "A m e d ita t iv e  
spot" (1 6 7 7 ) ,  she knows what lu rk s  beneath her  d e c e p t iv e  su r fa c e :
How red th e  F ire  rocks below  
How in se c u r e  the sod  
Did I d i s c l o s e
Would p op u la te  w ith  awe my s o l i t u d e
(1677)
Aware o f  t h i s  p o t e n t i a l l y  d e s t r u c t iv e  v o lcan o  o f  agony, she q u es t io n s  
he r  powers o f  c o n tr o l .  F a sc in a ted  by t h i s  in n er  i n t e n s i t y ,  she s im u l­
ta n eo u s ly  f e a r s  i t s  p o s s ib l e  outbreak.
Ill
THE THREATENED CONSCIOUSNESS
When pain  becomes so  in t e n s e  th at i t  s e v e r e ly  th re a te n e s  her
c o n t r o l ,  Emily D ick in so n ’ s fe a r  o f  l o s in g  her ego boun d a r ie s  and o f
d e s tr o y in g  her cons.ci^usn-ess^qTjlets her f a s c in a t io n  w ith  expansion .
In s e v e r a l  poems she d e sc r ib e s  her attem pts to  combat the c h a o t ic  
pain  by s t r a in in g  to  m aintain  r a t i o n a l i t y .  In "I f e l t  a C leaving  
in  my Mind” (9 3 7 ) ,  fo r  example, she d e sc r ib e s  an e x p e r ie n c e  in  which  
she f e l t  th a t  her  "Brain had s p l i t . "  Faced w ith  t h i s  c a ta s tro p h e ,  
she s t r u g g le s  " to  match i t  -  Seam by Seam." The " te a r ,"  however, 
does n o t  prove to  be e a s i l y  mendable, fo r  sh e  cannot "match" the  
d is s e r v e d  p o r t io n s  o f  her  b ra in . S im i la r ly ,  she can make no l o g i c a l  
con n ection  between " th e  thought behind" and "the thought b e fo r e ."
As John Cody e x p la in s ,  she " v a in ly  invokes con sc iou s  e f f o r t  to connect  
and order the p la y  o f  m ental o p era t io n s  th a t  o r d in a r i ly  proceed  
spontaneously  and e f f o r t l e s s l y "  (pp. 2 9 3 -2 9 4 ) .  A l l  "Sequence" i s  l o s t  
in  th e  "Sound" which she h e a r s .  I f  "Sequence" i s  taken to  be the  
m u sica l term s u g g e s t in g  a harmonic p r o g r es s io n  o f  n o t e s ,  she i s  im p ly ing  
th a t  d isc o rd  and chaos have now r ep la ced  harmony and order. The f i n a l  
image o f  b a l l s  o f  yarn u n r a v e l l in g ,  according to  Clark G r i f f i t h ,  
p ortrays  her  f u t i l e  e f  f o r t s  to  regain  "Sequence" or coherence (p . 2 0 6 ) .  
She i s  thus l e f t  w ith  chaos or "a s n a r l  in  the Brain" (L I I ,  424) in  
s p i t e  o f  her e f f o r t s  to  p r o te c t  her r a t i o n a l i t y .  In t h i s  poem, th en ,
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Emily D ickinson em phasizes her s t r u g g le  to  r e c o n s tr u c t  some ord er in  
her th ou gh ts . Because o f  th e  t e r r i f y i n g  th r e a t  to  her c o n s c io u sn e s s ,  
her a t t i t u d e  toward t h i s  ex p er ien ce  o f  pa in  proves to  be one o f  
f r u s t r a t io n  and d e s t i t u t i o n  ra th er  than one o f  f a s c in a t io n .
Regardful o f  her c o n s c io u sn e s s ,  she o f t e n  t r i e s  to  avoid  the  
complete "u n ra v e ll in g "  o f her mind by imposing a p r o t e c t iv e  t r a n c e - l ik e  
s t a t e .  John Cody argues th a t  many o f  Emily D ick in so n ’ s poems d e s c r ib e  
"the d e fe n s iv e  fu n c t io n  o f  a c a ta to n ic  tra n ce ,  which c o n s t i t u t e s  a 
p sych ogen ic  im p erviou sness  to an in t o l e r a b le  r e a l i t y "  (p . 323 ) .
According to  Cody, in  th ese  poems she records "a more or l e s s  con sc iou s  
w ithdrawal from a to o  p a in f u l  r e a l i t y "  (p. 32 2 ) .  R ecogn izing  the 
th r e a t  to her co n sc io u sn ess  "When th e  Soul/Has s u f fe r e d  a l l  i t  can,"  
she  fo l lo w s  extreme torment w ith  a "Languor o f  the  L ife"  (3 9 6 ) .  This  
"Languor" or t r a n c e - l i k e  s t a t e  "Envelopes C onsciousness"  as would "A 
Drowsiness" or "A Dimness l i k e  a Fog" (396) . In "There i s  a pain -  
so  u tter"  (3 9 9 ) ,  she fu r th e r  e x p la in s  the p r o t e c t iv e  n atu re  o f  the  
tra n ce . When pain  reaches  a c e r ta in  th r e sh o ld ,  " I t  swallow s su b stan ce  
up" and "Then covers  the Abyss w ith  Tranc e ."  C onsciousness  i s  m od ified  
or l im i t e d  in  t h i s  t r a n c e - l ik e  s t a t e  so  th a t  one does not remain t o t a l l y  
aware o f  o n e ’s s u f f e r i n g .  Because o f  t h i s  "Swoon," one can look  back 
upon the ex p e r ie n c e  o f  pa in  " s a f e ly ."  I f  one were f u l l y  con sc iou s  and 
ab le  to  r e c a l l  th e  d e t a i l s  o f  t h i s  extreme p a in , h i s  "open eye -/Would  
drop Him -  Bone by Bone." S im i la r ly ,  a v e i l i n g  o f  the co n sc io u sn ess  to  
th e  p o in t  th a t  we may "Doubt i f  i t  be Us" can a id  the " s ta g g e r in g  Mind" 
(8 5 9 ) .  "An U n rea lity"  or " m ercifu l Mirage" h e lp s  us to  endure an 
extrem er Anguish and "makes the l i v i n g  p o s s ib le /W h ile  i t  suspends the  
l i v e s "  (8 5 9 ) .
Of c o u rse ,  a tra n ce  r e p r e s e n ts  some s a c r i f i c e ,  fo r  the numbed
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c o n sc io u sn ess  has surrendered i t s  spontaneous r e sp o n s iv e n e ss  to an 
alm ost e x t r i n s i c  r e g u la t io n .  In a d d it io n ,  when in  a tr a n c e ,  she has 
imposed s t r i c t  l i m i t a t i o n s  on her  c o n sc io u sn e s s  t o prevent  o v e r - s t im u la -  
t i on and di s s o l u t i o n .  Such a s t i f l i n g  o f  p sy c h ic  e x p lo r a t io n  c l e a r l y  
r ep re sen ts  a s a c r i f i c e  fo r  Emily D ick in son . As Robert Weisbuch s u g g e s t s  
■*-n Emily P ic k in s o n Ts P o e tr y , however, "when th e  a l t e r n a t iv e  i s  a grue­
some s e l f - d e s t r u c t i o n  the swoon becomes the  l e s s e r  o f  two n e g a t io n s ." ^  
N e v e r th e le s s ,  th e  p r o t e c t iv e  "Swoon" or "Languor" can prove "More 
imminent than Pain" (3 9 6 ) ,  fo r  Emily D ickinson m ainta ins  th at "a b re a th ­
l e s s  Death i s  not so co ld  as a Death th a t  breathes"  (L I I ,  6 1 1 ) .  The 
trance  proves to  be such a d e a t h - i n - l i f e  phenomenon th a t  the c o n sc io u s ­
n e ss  may break under the w eigh t o f  the heavy , r ig i d  torp or. Chaos lu rk s  
so  c l o s e l y  below the s u r fa c e  o f  the s tu p or  fo l lo w in g  pain th a t  an alm ost  
cru sh ing  c o n tr o l  must be e x e r c is e d ;  the to rp o r , however, proves so  
deadening th a t  i t  too  seems to  th re a te n  th e  c o n sc io u sn e s s .  Emily 
D ick inson  fu r th e r  p o in ts  out the  p rox im ity  o f the m ech an ica lly  r e g u la te d  
tra n ce  and o f  chaos .J *"While in  some o f  the  poems d is c u s se d  in  th e  
p rev io u s  s e c t i o n ,  she  c r e a te s  a te n s io n  between her d e s ir e  to c o n tr o l  
the  pa in  and her tem ptation  to  expand her  c o n sc io u sn ess  p a s t  c e r ta in  
l i m i t s ,  here  gn ex t r eme fe a r  o f  l o s i n ^ co n t r o l  dominates her  approach.
The te n s io n  in  th e se  poems occurs because o f  th e  dual e f f e c t  o f  the  
m ech an ica lly  ordered tra n ce :  on th e  one hand, her  co n sc io u sn ess  i s
m aintained b ecau se  o f  t h i s  numbed c o n d it io n  which she im poses, but on 
the o th er  hand, t h i s  p ost-agon y  s t a t e  seems to p rop e l her  toward a break­
in g  p o in t .  Concerned w ith  p r e se r v in g  her c o n s c io u sn e s s ,  she turns to the  
tra n ce  as her  only  fo r e s e e a b le  op t io n T j As u s u a l ,  she remains aware o f  
the c o n tr a d ic t io n s  o f  ex p er ien ce  and len d s  i n t e n s i t y  to  th e s e  poems by
showing the p rox im ity  o f  m echanical order and o f  chaos.
The " s t o p l e s s ," m echanical order which c h a r a c t e r iz e s  the s tu p or  
becomes "most, l i k e  Chaos" (5 1 0 ) .  In th e s e  poems Emily D ic k in s o n ’s 
p o e t i c  d e v ic e s  e f f e c t i v e l y  e l i c i t  the atmosphere o f  a b o r d e r l in e  s t a t e  
between e x t r i n s i c ,  m echanical r eg im en ta tio n  and the chaos o f a complete  
psych o t i c  breakdown. Her imagery in  th e se  poems o f t e n  s u g g e s ts  h e a v i­
n ess  or r i g i d i t y :  she thus im p lie s  the f irm  c o n tr o l  which she i s  p la c in g
on t h i s  d ir e  anguish as w e l l  as th e  p o t e n t i a l l y  cru sh ing  power o f t h i s  
"Languor o f  th e  L i f e ."  While she  t y p i c a l l y  employs a predom inantly  
r eg u la r  meter in  her p o e tr y ,  in  the fo l lo w in g  poems she m inim izes the 
m e tr ic a l  v a r ia t io n s  to  an even more n o t ic e a b le  e x te n t  than in o th er  
poems. The monotonous, s t r i c t  b ea t  proves p a r t i c u l a r l y  ap p rop ria te  to  
the  th r e a te n in g ,  y e t  ordered s t a t e  o f  mind. Her c o n tr o l  appears so te n se  
and autom atic  here  th a t  pain  has l i t t l e  chance to  "break forth" as i t  
did in  the p rev io u s  s e c t io n ;  here the  " s to p le s s"  b ea t  i l l u s t r a t e s  the
t h r e a t .  In th e  poems o f  the p rev io u s  s e c t i o n ,  she o f t e n  uses  the bre< 
down o f  a rhyme scheme to s u g g e s t  th e  outbreak o f  an u n ccn ta in a b le
a f f l i c t i o n .  She does on o c c a s io n  make use o f  th a t  tech n iq u e  in  the  
poems d is c u s se d  in  the  p resen t  s e c t i o n .  More s i g n i f i c a n t  than her use  
o f  rhyme in  th e s e  poems, however, i s  her use o f  r e p e t i t i o n  and p ara lle l--^
s tr u c tu r e s  s u g g e s t  o rd er , but a m echanical order. These l i n g u i s t i c  
d e v ic e s  c o n tr ib u te  to the  o v e r a l l  s en se  o f  an impending em otion a l o u t­
break and o f  the  burden o f  the  d e a t h - l ik e  c o n tr o l .
In "A fter  grea t  pain" (3 4 1 ) ,  one o f  her b e s t  poems, she  d e s c r ib e s  
the  t r a n c e - l i k e  s t a t e  which fo l lo w s  d ir e  agony as a "formal f e e l i n g . "
In t h i s  poem Emily D ickinson e x h ib i t s  her e f f o r t  to  m aintain  her con­
s c io u s n e s s  a f t e r  she has s u f f e r e d  e x c r u c ia t in g  p a in . The l a s t  l i n e
i s m. In th e  poems o f  t h i s  s e c t io n  the rep ea ted  words and p a r a l l e l
26
c a t e g o r iz e s  the s ta g e s  o f  s u f f e r in g  as " F ir s t  -  C h i l l  -  then Stupor -  
then the  l e t t i n g  go." The poem recoun ts  th e  s t a t e  o f  the mind during  
the  "Stupor," fo r  she  has a lread y  ex p er ien ced  th e  "great pain" or  
" C hill"  and has n o t  y e t  succumbed to the  " l e t t i n g  go." In order to  
prevent the " l e t t i n g  g o ,"  or th e  d e s tr u c t io n  o f  her c o n s c io u s n e s s , 
she d i r e c t s  a l l  o f  her e n e r g ie s  towards a "mechanism o f  s e l f —overco n tro i"  
(Cody, p. 33 1 ) .  Fearing what she may do i f  she m it ig a te s  the i n t e n s i t y  
of  the to rp o r , she in c r e a s e s  her c o n tr o l  as she se n se s  her v o lc a n ic ,  
d e s t r u c t iv e  in n er  s e l f .  R ecogn iz in g  th a t  spontaneous a c t io n  may produce  
dangerous r e s u l t s ,  she  has s u b s t i t u t e d  what Cody terms "a com pulsive ,  
rule-bou nd , e x t r i n s i c  mode o f  behavior" (p . 3 2 8 ) .  As Cleanth Brooks
1 * "  " "  - ■  i ,
and Robert Penn Warren e x p la in ,  the stup or  h ere  " is  an attem pt to  h o ld
i n ,  the  f i g h t  o f  th e  mind a g a in s t  the l e t t i n g  go; i t  i s  a d e fen se  o f
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the  mind," T his  e x t r i n s i c  c o n tr o l  may en ab le  her to  r e t a in  some hold
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on her  c o n sc io u sn e s s ;  however, i t  a ls o  c o n tr ib u te s  to her mental p r e s s u r e ,y 
as the v o lc a n ic  in n er  s e l f  i s  supp ressed  by t h i s  d ea th ly  r e s t r a i n t .  
P a r a d o x ic a l ly ,  the r i g i d ,  e x t r i n s i c  order which c h a r a c t e r iz e s  the 
stup or  comes to resem ble chaos and a la c k  o f  c o n t r o l .  Her tenuous  
h old  on her co n sc io u sn ess  and her  s t r a in in g  to  m aintain  command in  
s p i t e  o f  th e  p r e ssu r e s  to g e th e r  account fo r  the i n t e n s i t y  o f  t h i s  poem.
As in  s e v e r a l  o f  the  poems d is c u s se d  in  t h i s  s e c t i o n ,  Emily D ick in ­
son u se s  the r i t u a l  o f  th e  fu n e r a l  to  rep resen t  her  s t a t e  o f  mind. The 
fu n e ra l  proves to  be a p a r t i c u l a r l y  apt metaphor, fo r  t h is  formal s e r ­
v i c e  s u g g e s t s  both a s t r i c t  c o n tr o l  as w e l l  as an undercurrent o f  pro­
fu se  emot io n  which needs to  be curbed. In th e  f i r s t  s ta n z a  Emily D ick in ­
son has the n erves  " s i t  cexje.mon±o.us-.-'’ The n erves  are numbed to  r e s t r a in  
any  ̂ i r r a t i d n a l  or-^unrdrs^iuXin.e^d b eh av ior  ju s t  as mourners mav_._ob serve  
the  r i t u a l  to  h e lp  preven t uncontained outpourings o f  g r i e f  or to
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channel t h e i r  in t e n s e  f e e l i n g s  in t o  some r e g u la te d  o u t l e t .  The mourners* 
e x te r n a l  composure, t h e r e f o r e ,  o f t e n  d i s g u i s e s  c h a o t ic  em otions lu r k in g  
c l o s e  beneath the s u r fa c e .  Brooks and Warren p o in t  out th a t  she then  
s w itc h e s  th e  metaphor s l i g h t l y  and compares th e  n erv es  to  "tombs," 
which s u g g e s t  th e  d e a t h - l ik e  torpor  as w e l l  as th e  "formal" n a tu re  o f  
the r e s tr a in e d  c o n d it io n  (p . 7 0 ) .  The "tombs" may r ep resen t  the u l t i ­
mate s t a s i s ,  but t h e i r  r i g i d i t y  proves th r e a te n in g  and im p lie s  the  
imminence o f  a p s y c h ic  "death ."  The d e a t h - i n - l i f e  n ature  o f  t h i s  s t a t e  
i s  then r e in fo r c e d  as th e  corp se  appears to  s t i r :  "The s t i f f  Heart
q u e s t io n s  was i t  He, th a t  bore ,/A n d  Y esterd a y , or C en tu ries  before?"
The "corpse" or person  in  p a in  q u e s t io n s  whether th e  agony has been  
—  —      - --     """"" " ' " * "
C h r i s t ’ s and asks when the torment occurred . The speaker may a ls o —be
r e f l e c t i n g  on the p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  " r esu r r ec t io n "  or recovery  from t h i s
a g o n y j._
The next s ta n z a  does n ot n e c e s s a r i l y  need to be seen  in  th e  l i g h t  
o f  the f u n e r a l ,  but th e  m e a n in g le s s ,  m echanical p ac ing  does resemble  
the  movements o f  mourners. This s ta n z a  becomes c le a r e r  when the  l i n e s  
are read as 1 , 3, 2 ,  4 , as Emily D ick inson  s u g g e s t s  on th e  m anuscript:
The " fee t"  do n o t regard "Ground, or A ir ,  or Ought" and move mechani­
c a l l y ,  "A Wooden way." The c i r c l e  which th e s e  f e e t  t r a c e  c r e a te s  an 
a p p ro p r ia te ly  ambiguous image. Some form s t i l l  remains in  the a c t io n s  
o f  t h i s  agonized  b e in g ,  but the c i r c l e  proves to  be a p a r t i c u l a r ly  f l u i d
th e  very fo r m le s sn e s s  i t  i s  cou n terac tin g"  (p . 1 1 2 ) .  Chaos and l o s s  of  
c o n tr o l  appear imminent. Ju x ta p o s in g  the  image o f  m ean in g less  motion
c
The F e e t ,  m ech an ica l,  go round -  
A Wooden way
Of Ground, or A ir ,  or Ought -  
R egard less  grown,
A Quartz contentm ent, l i k e  a s to n e  -
form. According to  W illiam  Sherwood, th e  c i r c u l a r  movement " im ita te s
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w ith  an image o f  th r e a te n in g  s t a s i s ,  she r e in f o r c e s  the h e l p l e s s  pre­
dicament o f  th e  speaker: the l a s t  l i n e  o f  s ta n z a  two r e f e r s  to  "A
Quartz contentm ent, l i k e  a s to n e ."  The q u a rtz ,  l i k e  the  wood, s to n e ,  
and le a d  r e f e r s  to  a f i x e d  s t a t e  and hence r e p re sen ts  c o n tr o l  or "con­
tentm ent."  A ls o ,  however, they  imply a hardened, d ea th ly  s t a t e  in  which  
r e c overy  em otion a l p l ia n c y  appears d o u b t f u l . In th e  f i n a l  s ta n za  
she em phasizes the danger in v o lv e d  in  t h i s  n ea r -d ea th  s t a t e ,  as she 
compares t h i s  ex p e r ie n c e  to  f r e e z in g .  F rancis  Manley e x p la in s  th at
_ ■  ■ ■ - I* 11111"1....... ..... ! _________________________ | jur-i-f. | - t » ...
/1this metaphor proves p a r t i c u l a r l y  a p p ro p r ia te ,  fo r  f r e e z in g  i s  " n e ith e r  
l i f e  nor death but both s im u l t a n e o u s ly ." ^  In t h i s  c o n d it io n ,  as in  
f r e e z in g ,  the s tu p or  i s  th e  f i n a l  s te p  b e fo r e  th e  " l e t t i n g  go."
Emily D ic k in s o n fs use o f  meter a ls o  r e f l e c t s  the th re a te n in g  
n atu re  o f  t h i s  m ech a n ica lly  ordered tr a n c e .  While she does vary the  
number o f  f e e t  from the  u su a l number in  Common Measure, she m ain ta ins  a 
very  reg u la r  iam bic m eter. Of co u rse ,  her m e tr ic a l  r e g u la r i t y  i s  not  
p e c u l ia r  to  th ese  poems, but i t  proves p a r t i c u l a r ly  n o t ic e a b le  and 
e f f e c t i v e  h ere .  F u rth er , her v a r ia t io n  o f the number o f  f e e t  in  s ta n z a  
two and h a l f  of s ta n z a  th r e e  c o n tr ib u te s  to h er  p o r tr a y a l  o f  a " s to p -  
l e s s , "  alm ost c h a o t ic  order . As the l i n e s  sh o r te n ,  th e  pace o f  the beat  
quickens and the c o n tr o l  appears l e s s  f irm . In a d d it io n  to the  con­
s i s t e n t ,  alm ost monotonous b e a t ,  Emily D ick inson  uses r e p e t i t i o n  and 
p a r a l l e l i s m  in  her  sy n ta x  to  c r e a te  an app rop ria te  sound fo r  t h i s  poem. 
B r i t a  L in d b erg -S ey ersted  p o in ts  out two in s ta n c e s  o f  "The th r e e fo ld  
r e p e t i t i o n  o f  th e  same part o f  speech  in  the same grammatical function"
(p. 255) in  "A fter  g rea t  pain": "Of Ground, or A ir ,  or Ought - /
R egard less  grown" and " F ir s t  -  C h i l l  -  them Stupor -  then th e  l e t t i n g  
go."  S y n ta c t ic  r e p e t i t i o n  r ep re sen ts  an .ord er  but may a ls o
r e f l e c t  the sp ea k er1s d i f f i c u l t y  in  ord er in g  her  thoughts and u t te ra n ce s  
The c o n tr o l  i s  n o t  on ly  d i f f i c u l t  but a ls o  m echanical; h en ce , th e  speak­
e r s  d i f f i c u l t y  in  ord er in g  her  thoughts  and u t te r a n c e s .  The c o n tr o l  
i s  not on ly  d i f f i c u l t  but a ls o  m echanical; hen ce , the sp e a k e r ’s d im in ish  
in g  h o ld  on c o n sc io u sn ess  i s  aga in  emphasized.
In " I t  was not Death, fo r  I s tood  up" (510) , Emily D ickinson  
p r e se n ts  a s im i la r  account o f  the s ta g e  j u s t  b e fo r e  the " l e t t i n g  go."  
Chaos lu rk s  below the s u r fa c e  o f  "A fter  g r ea t  pain" and i s  s p e c i f i c a l l y  
r e fe r r e d  t o  at th e  end o f  " I t  was n ot Death." Clark G r i f f i t h  c a l l s  t h i s  
poem "an attem pt a t  d e f in i t io n "  (p . 1 8 8 ) ,  and Robert Weisbuch p o in ts  
out the  d i f f i c u l t y  which th e  p oet encounters  in  tr y in g  to d e f in e  t h i s  
"sub or super n o t io n a l  s ta te "  (p . 1 0 6 ) .  In th e  poem she d e s c r ib e s  her  
predicament of_-a.ttempting to  h o ld  onto her  c o n s c io u sn e s s .  Her mind 
and body have become so d i s s o c i a t e d  during the numbing p ro c ess  th a t  
an assessm ent o f  her s t a t u s  proves extrem ely  d i f f i c u l t .  Her p a in ­
s ta k in g  e f f o r t  to  d e s c r ib e  her  e x p e r ie n c e ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  r e v e a ls  her  mental 
to r tu r e  and th e  tenuous n atu re  o f  her gr ip  on r e a l i t y .  The f i r s t  two 
s ta n z a s  c o n s i s t  o f  s ta tem en ts  which ex p ress  her e f f o r t  to  r e s o lv e  the  
apparent c o n f l i c t  between mental and sen sory  p e r c e p t io n s .  According  
to her mind, she may be "Dead," trapped by "N ight,"  or wrought w ith  
"Frost" or " F ire ."  Her s e n s e s ,  however, c o n tr a d ic t  any o f  th e s e  hypo­
th e s e s  concerning  her c o n d it io n .  R e a l iz in g  th a t  she "stood up," she  
deduces th a t  sh e  cannot have d ied: " a l l  the  Dead, l i e  down." While
her mind t e l l s  her th a t  i t  i s  n i g h t ,  her  ears  r e g i s t e r  the sound o f  the  
noon b e l l s .  S im i la r ly ,  she can f e e l  " S iro cco s  -  crawl" on her "Flesh"  
and i s  aware o f  her i c y  "Marble f e e t ."  A fte r  t h i s  detached , m echanical  
a n a l y s i s ,  she co n c lu d e s ,  "And y e t ,  i t  t a s t e d ,  l i k e  them a l l . "  This  
d iso r d e r in g  o f  th e  s e n s e s  im p lie s  a mental con fu sion  which i s  th re a te n ­
30
ing.
This Stupor or tra n ce  not on ly  has in t e r f e r e d  w ith  her p e r c e p t io n ,  
but a l s o  has imposed a d e a t h - l ik e  r i g i d i t y  s im i la r  to  th at in  "A fter  
g r ea t  p a in ."  She f e e l s  as though her " l i f e  were shaven,/A nd f i t t e d  to  
a frame." The l i m i t i n g ,  s t i f l i n g  q u a l i t y  o f  t h i s  s t a t e  becomes fu r th e r  
obvious when she remarks th a t  she "could n o t  b reath e  w ith ou t a key."
Even her norm ally spontaneous b o d i ly  fu n c t io n s  seem to  be e x t r i n s i c a l l y  
and m ech an ica lly  c o n t r o l le d .  C onsequently , she f e e l s  the imminence 
o f  her p sy c h ic  death and im agines her own fu n era l:
The F igures  I have seen
S e t  o r d e r ly ,  fo r  B u r ia l ,
Reminded me, o f  mine -  __
As in  "A fter g rea t  p a in ,"  the image o f  the  fu n e r a l  f ig u r e s  im p lie s  an /  
attem pt to  " se t  orderly"  u n r e s tr a in a b le  p a s s io n .  I f  order i s  be ing  
m a in ta in e d , i t  i s  o f  such an o p p re ss iv e  degree th a t  her  c o n sc io u sn ess  
i s  impaired and s e v e r e ly  th rea ten ed .
In a d d it io n  to  h is  imagery s u g g e s t in g  r e s t r a in in g  order, Emily 
D ickinson im p lie s  th e  image o f  th e  s e a  in  the f i n a l  s ta n z a .  She main­
ta in s  th a t  her s t a t e  i s  "most, l i k e  Chaos -  S t o p le s s ."  As i f  l o s t  at 
s e a ,  she i s  "Without a Chance, or Spar - /O r  Even a Report o f  Land - /
To J u s t i f y  -  D esp a ir ."  On the one hand, she has s t a t e d  th a t  the trance  
resem bles the crush o f  death because  o f  i t s  s t i f f  reg im en ta tio n : she
compares the e x p e r ie n c e  to  " f i r s t  Autumn morns" which "Repeal the B eat­
ing  Ground." On the o th er  hand, she s u g g e s ts  th a t  the  " s to p le s s"  
q u a l i t y  o f  her s t a t e  proves to  be i t s  most d i s t i n c t i v e  f e a tu r e .  With 
two seem ingly  d is p a r a te  images o f  th e  sea  and the frozen  ground, then ,  
she emphasizes the p rox im ity  o f  t h i s  o p p re ss iv e  tra n ce  and " s to p le s s"  
chaos. She f o r e s e e s  no e x te r n a l  l i m i t  to  her s u f f e r in g  so th at d esp a ir  
i s  n o t  even " j u s t i f i e d . "  Fu rther, she rec o g n iz e s  her la ck  o f  c o n tr o l
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over her  s i t u a t i o n .  The " s to p le s s "  s e a  o f  chaos th rea ten s  to e n g u l f  her  
and o b l i t e r a t e  her  a lread y  im paired c o n s c io u sn e s s .  Cody p o in ts  out th a t  
Emily D ickinson has many poems in  which the s ea  r e p re sen ts  her fe a r  
aroused by "a th rea ten ed  d i s p e r s a l  o f  the  i n t e g r i t y  o f  her own p e r so n a l­
i ty "  (p . 305 ) . I f  the  numbed c o n d it io n  h e lp s  to p reven t or f o r e s t a l l  a 
p s y c h ic  d i s i n t e g r a t i o n ,  sh e  dem onstrates how imminent the " l e t t i n g  go" 
proves to be . Fu rther, b ecau se  o f  th e  prox im ity  o f  th e  tra n c e  and 
th e  " l e t t i n g  go ,"  tjie s tu p o r appears to c o n tr ib u te  to  the  mental 
angu ish  j^hich f i n a l l y  r e s u l t s  in  th e  p s y c h ic  breakdown.
Emily D ick in so n 1s remarkably c o n s i s t e n t  meter in  t h i s  poem re­
in f o r c e s  the sen se  o f  a th r e a te n in g ,  in c e s s a n t  b e a t .  B es id e s  one 
fem in ine ending in  s ta n z a  fo u r , she fo l lo w s  Common Measure w ith ou t  
v a r ia t io n .  W hile her  v e r se  proves t y p i c a l l y  r e g u la r ,  t h i s  poem has 
n o t ic e a b ly  fewer v a r ia t io n s  than many o f  her  poems. This even meter  
becomes a kind o f  " t ick in g "  or " b e a t in g ,"  which may appear to be the  
epitom e o f  order. Because o f  i t s  in c e s s a n t  n a tu r e ,  however, the  meter  
s u g g e s t s  an u n c o n tr o l la b le  s t a t e  o f  mind. S im i la r ly ,  she  employs 
r e p e t i t i o n  w ith  much th e  same e f f e c t .  Her use o f  the i n i t i a l  "And" in  
s ta n z a  th ree  and o f  the  th ree  "AndTs" in  s ta n z a  four c r e a te s  another  
monotonous b e a t .  While such r e p e t i t i o n  s u g g e s ts  r e g u la t io n ,  t h i s  kind of  
s im p le  order seems m echanical and hence u n c o n tr o l le d .  In the opening  
two s ta n za s  she a ls o  rep ea ts  a s y n t a c t i c  p a t te rn  th ree  tim es:
I t  was not Death, fo r  . . .
I t  was n o t  N ig h t ,  fo r  . . .
I t  was n o t  F r o s t ,  fo r  . . .
Again, one i s  s tr u c k  w ith  the monotony and alm ost th re a te n in g  q u a l i t y
o f  the order. Apparently s u f f e r in g  g rea t  impairment o f  her r a t i o n a l i t y ,  
the  speaker seems to  adopt t h i s  p a t te r n  and repeat i t .  In t h i s  way some 
order  i s  produced, but the tenuous n ature  o f  the c o n tr o l  i s  s t r e s s e d .
In " I 1 ve dropped my Brain -  My Sou l i s  numb" (1 0 4 6 ) ,  Emily D ick in ­
son recoun ts  a seem in gly  even more advanced s ta g e  o f  what Cody terms a 
" c a ta to n ic  withdrawal" (p . 3 2 4 ) .  The tra n ce  h ere  seems to  have numbed 
her so  com p lete ly  th a t  she  cannot move or p e r c e iv e  s e n s a t io n .  Her 
b o d i ly  fu n c t io n s  have n ot j u s t  been im paired or slow ed down but here  
have stopped: "The V eins th a t  used to  run/Stop p a l s i e d ."  She concludes
th at " ' t i s  P a r a ly s is "  and th a t  her "nerve in  Marble l i e s . "  She empha­
s i z e s  her m arble, s t a t u e - l i k e  s t a t e  w ith  her r e fe r e n c e  to  s to n e ,  to the 
"Carved and c o o l” d u a l i t y  o f  her " V i t a l i t y ,"  and to  the one who "wrought 
Carrara" ( I t a l i a n  c i t y  famous fo r  i t s  marble) in  her or " c h is e l le d "  her  
"tune."  R ecogn izing  th a t  she  was "A B reath ing  Woman/Yesterday -  Endowed 
w ith  P a r a d ise ,"  Emily D ickinson s u g g e s t s  how e a s i l y  she f e l l  in to  t h i s  
p e t r i f i e d  c o n d it io n .  I f  she has " l e t  go" h e r e ,  she s u g g e s ts  th a t  some 
hope o f  recovery  s t i l l  e x i s t s .  She s t a t e s  th a t  i f  she could  b e l i e v e  
th a t  "W itchcraft" or "Death" were r e s p o n s ib le  fo r  her p a r a l y s i s ,  she  
might have "a chance to  s t r a in /T o  B e in g , somewhere -  Motion -  B reath ."
I f  she had t h i s  a ssu ran ce , she  could  " s h iv e r ,  s a t i s f i e d . "  S h iv er in g  
rep re sen ts  some movement, w h i le  i t  r e c a l l s  her "frozen" s t a t e ;  she  thus 
seems to s u g g e s t  the f i r s t  s te p  o f  reco v ery . With her  t y p i c a l  iro n y ,  
however, she  im p lie s  th a t  she knows th at n e i t h e r  "W itchcraft"  nor 
"Death" can account fo r  her  s t i f f  c o n d it io n .  In th is  poem she e x h ib i t s
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her f e a r f u l  s p e c u la t io n  o f  or memory o f  t h i s  s t a t e  o f  marble r i g i d i t y .
I f  the tran ce  r e p r e se n ts  the on ly  remaining p r o t e c t iv e  d ev ice  a f t e r
extreme p a in , j i t ^ c l egx ly —resem bles_ t h i s  paral y s i s ^ and only  v a r ie s  i n 
degree . Hence, w h i le  Emily D ickinson s e i z e s  the trance  as the on ly  
p o s s ib le  means o f  p r o t e c t in g  her ego b ou n d ar ies ,  she remains aware o f  
the resem blance o f  th e  trance  to  the frozen  s t a t e  protrayed in  t h i s  poem 
and o f  the  prox im ity  o f  the " l e t t i n g  go."  Her d esp era te  attempt to save
her co n sc io u sn ess  w ith  th e s e  poor odds thus produces poems o f  t r a g i c  
i n t e n s i t y .
The tr a n c e ,  however, i s  n o t  always e a s i l y  imposed. In "I f e l t  
a Funeral, in  my Brain" (2 8 0 ) ,  Emily D ickinson recoun ts  an e f f o r t  to  
numb her p e r c e p t io n s  to  avoid  th e  " l e t t i n g  go." W illiam  Sherwood 
e x p la in s  that her " a t t i t u d e  i s  one o f  en fo rced  numbness, a p r o t e c t iv e  
d e v ic e  a g a in s t  a f e e l i n g  t h a t ,  when i t  fo r c e s  i t s  way to co n sc io u s ­
n e s s ,  h a s ,  p a r a d o x ic a l ly ,  the  e f f e c t  o f  e x t in g u is h in g  con sc iou sn ess"
(p . 1 0 7 ) .  As in  some o f  her  o th er  poems, she u ses  the fu n era l  m otif  
to  s u g g e s t  her attem pt to r e s t r a in  an outbreak o f  u n c o n tr o l la b le  emo­
t io n .  Weisbuch p o in ts  out th a t  j u s t  as fu n e r a ls  "attem pt to  b r in g  
reason to bear on the u n rea so n a b le ,  so the c o n s c io u sn e s s  which has been 
j o l t e d  in  some way by ex p e r ie n c e  t r i e s ,  w ith  equal f u t i l i t y ,  to  h o ld  
i t s e l f  w ith in  bounds, to  dam the f lo o d  t i d e s  o f  i r r a t i o n a l  thoughts"
(p. 1 0 3 ) .  Because o f  the  v o lc a n ic ,  c h a o t ic  agony beneath t h i s  r i t u a l ,  
however, the fu n e ra l  comes to assume a tor tu ou s  q u a l i t y . The r i t u a l  
cannot c o n tr o l  the  agony, and the energy o f  th e  pain i s  tr a n s fe r r e d  to  
the supposedly  p r o t e c t iv e  d e v ic e .  Combining an o p p r e s s iv e  r i t u a l  and 
an overwhelming torment in  t h i s  mental en cou n ter , Emily D ickinson  
v i v i d l y  p ro tra y s  her in t e n s e  e f f o r t  to  m aintain  a g r ip  on her r a t i o n a l i  
in  s p i t e  o f  the d i f f i c u l t y .
In th e  f i r s t  s ta n z a  she e x p la in s  th at the "Mourners" in  her mind 
"Kept trea d in g  -  tr e a d in g  -  t i l l  i t  seemed/That Sense was breaking  
through." According to Charles Anderson in  Emily D i c k i n s o n s  P o e tr y : 
Stairway o f  S u r p r is e , the l a t t e r  l i n e  has a tx^ofold meaning: i t  can
su g g e s t  " th e  mind g iv in g  way" as w e l l  as "the s e n s a t io n s  th re a te n in g  to  
quicken again from t h e i r  com fortable  s t a t e  o f  n u m b n e s s . T h e  mind 
w i l l  " g iv e  way" i f  her s e n s a t io n s  "quicken."  Because o f  an awareness
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o f  t h i s  t h r e a t ,  she attem pts to  c u l t i v a t e  a numbed s t a t e  o f  mind. The 
r i t u a l  cannot s t i f l e  the p r e ssu re  o f  the m isery , and th e  "treading"  o f  
the  "Mourners" becomes l i k e  the  "breaking through" o f  her sen so ry  and 
mental p e r c e p t io n  (Weisbuch, p. 1 0 3 ) .  Because o f  her  e f f o r t  to  impose 
a firm  c o n tr o l  and because  o f  the i n t e n s i t y  o f  the cou n terp ressu re  from 
th e  p a in , th e  r i t u a l  (as  w e l l  as the  agony) becomes a th r e a t .  The 
" b ea tin g  -  b eatin g"  o f  the " S e r v ic e ,  l i k e  a Drum" causes  her to  f e e l  
th a t  her b ra in  i s  "going numb." T his  attem pt a t  what Cody terms a 
" s e l f -o v e r c o n t r o l"  (p . 331) thus th rea ten s  to  p a ra ly ze  the mind as in  
"I dropped my B ra in ."  N e v e r t h e le s s ,  she must supp ress  "Sense" or her  
emotions w i l l  erupt and d es tro y  h er  ego b o u n d a r ies .  She thus s k i l l ­
f u l l y  p o r tra y s  the fe a r s  and a n x i e t i e s  which c h a r a c te r iz e  t h i s  e x p e r ie n c e  
o f  b e in g  on the b r ink  o f p s y c h ic  d i s i n t e g r a t i o n .
Emily D ick inson  in c r e a s e s  th e  e f f i c a c y  o f the fu n era l  m o t if  by
c r e a t in g  a p p rop r ia te  imagery. In a d d it io n  to the p o r tr a y a l  of the
fu n era l  s e r v i c e ,  she produces a s e n se  o f  h e a v in e s s .  I f  the  w e igh t
s u g g e s t s  su p p ress io n  and hence c o n tr o l ,  i t  a l s o  s u g g e s t s  an o p p r e s s iv e
burden which lea d s  to  the  b reak ing  o f  the "Plank in  Reason." In s ta n z a
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th ree  she r e f e r s  to  the  l i f t i n g  o f  the "Box" or c o f f i n  and then n o tes  
the "Boots o f  Lead" o f  the  mourners. As Clark F r i f f i t h  e x p la in s ,  the  
"Box" (perhaps a l s o  o f  lead)^and the "Boots o f  Lead" not on ly  add to  
the s en se  o f  h e a v in e s s  but a l s o  the gray hue o f the le a d  appears to be  
"the c o lo r  o f  gradual d i s t i n c t i o n "  (p . 2 4 8 ) .  S u f fe r in g  t h i s  i n t o l e r a b l e  
burden, the mind i s  s lo w ly  d i s i n t e g r a t i n g .  F i n a l l y ,  accord in g  to  
G r i f f i t h ,  the " l a s t  prop" or "Plank" breaks in  her mind from th e  "weight  
o f  the f e e t ,  drum, and c o f f in "  (p . 24 9 ) .  The b e a t in g  o f  the drum, as 
w e l l  as o th e r  a u d ito ry  im ages, c o n tr ib u te  to  a s e n se  o f  onerous w e ig h t .
Beginning w ith  the  l a s t  l i n e  o f  s ta n z a  t h r e e ,  she s u g g e s t s  the  t o l l i n g  
not o f  j u s t  a "B ell"  but of "Space": "As a l l  the Heavens were a B e l l /
And B eing , but an Ear." Now she has narrowed her  p e r c e p t io n s  and indeed  
her whole s e l f  down to  the a u d itory  s e n se .  With her  s e l f -a w a r e n e s s  
almost d es tro y ed , she then im p lie s  th at her s t a t e  o f  a l i e n a t io n  resem­
b le s  b e in g  "Wrecked, s o l i t ary , h e r e .” Perhaps a l lu d in g  to  a sh ipw reck ,  
she may again  be u s in g  the s e a  to  i l l u s t r a t e  her s en se  of a l o s s  o f  
c o n tr o l .  F i n a l l y ,  the tran ce  i s  d estroyed  and she l o s e s  c o n tr o l  o f  
her  c o n s c io u sn e s s .  Perhaps her numbness has ended and " sen se  has 
broken through;" perhaps the tran ce  has brought fo r th  a complete  
" P a r a l y s i s . ” In any c a s e ,  the p ressu re  crea ted  by the i n t e n s i t y  o f  th e  
agony and by th e  comparable o p p r e s s iv e n e s s  o f  the p r o t e c t iv e  numbing 
o f  the mind causes  a breakdown in  s p i t e  o f  her e f f o r t s  to h o ld  onto  
s a n i t y .
As in  "A fter  g r e a t  pain" and " I t  was not Death," the  extrem ely  
r eg u la r  meter p ro v id es  an a p p ro p r ia te ly  th r e a te n in g  atmosphere fo r  the  
poem. With one minor e x c e p t io n ,  each s ta n z a  i s  w r i t t e n  in  regu lar  
Common Measure. This ordered v e r se  r e f l e c t s  the m echanica l,  numb s t a t e  
o f  the  sp e a k e r ’s mind, and i t s  in c e s s a n t  b ea t  seems to lea d  to  the  
breaking o f  the "Plank in  Reason." B r i t a  L in d b erg -S ey ersted  p o in ts  out  
fu r th e r  th a t  th e  r e p e t i t i o n  o f  words h e lp s  to  " h e igh ten  the  s en se  o f  
p a in fu l  g r a t in g  on an o v e r s e n s i t i v e  ear" (p . 2 0 9 ) .  The " tread in g  -  
treading" and " b eatin g  -  b ea tin g"  o n o m a to p o etica lly  s u g g e s t  the agony 
o f  her m ental s t a t e .  S im i la r ly ,  the r e p e t i t i o n  o f  "And" em phasizes the  
in c e s s a n t  b e a t  as w e l l  as th e  sp e a k e r ’s d i f f i c u l t y  in  ord er in g  her  
th ou gh ts . An i n i t i a l  "And" appears once in the second s ta n z a ,  tw ice  
in  the  second and th ir d  s t a n z a s ,  and f i n a l l y  in  a l l  four l i n e s  o f  the  
l a s t  s ta n z a .  As B r i ta  L in d b erg -S ey ersted  p o in ts  o u t ,  the use o f  "And"
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in  a l l  l i n e s  o f  the f i n a l ’s ta n z a  ’’in d ic a t e s  the c l im a c t ic  la c k  o f  
c o n tr o l  o f  s e l f "  (p . 2 1 0 ) .  In  t h i s  poem she employs rhyme as she did  
in  the  poems d is c u s se d  in  the p rev iou s  s e c t i o n .  The second and fo u rth  
l i n e s  o f  every  s ta n z a  (e x cep t  th e  l a s t )  rhyme in  e i t h e r  s l a n t  ( s ta n z a  
one) or exact rhyme (s ta n z a s  two, th r e e ,  and fo u r ) .  When the  "Plank  
in  Reason" b reak s , however, so  does th e  rhyme.
While th e  "Plank" does break in  t h i s  dramatic account o f  the s te p s  
le a d in g  toward a l o s s  o f  r a t i o n a l i t y ,  Emily D ickinson has emphasized  
her d e sp e ra te ,  u n r e le n t in g  s t r u g g le  to  m aintain  her c o n s c io u s n e s s .  
U n fo r tu n a te ly ,  sometimes the tra n ce  proves unable to  p reven t the  
" l e t t i n g  go." The te n s io n  crea ted  by the  o p p re s s iv e  c o n tr o l  and by 
the th rob bing , un d erly in g  agony may defy  even the most v a l ia n t  o f  
e f f o r t s  to  h o ld  onto reason . Her s k i l l f u l  p o r tr a y a l  o f  her s t r u g g le  
to  r e t a in  her s a n i t y  in  th e s e  poems d e p ic t s  her r e l i g i o u s  concern fo r  
her c o n s c io u sn e s s .  Ju st  as she s t r i v e s  to d er iv e  p o s i t i v e  b e n e f i t s  
from pain and to  ex p lo re  the  f a r t h e s t  reaches  o f  her mind during agony, 
so  does she r e c o g n iz e  the need to s a c r i f i c e  expansion  when mental 
i n t e g r i t y  i s  th rea ten ed . Behind a l l  o f  th e se  poems, one s e n se s  a speak-  
er who s u f f e r s  a c u te ly  and who th e r e fo r e  remains c o n s ta n t ly  aware o f  
the  imminence o f  a v o lc a n ic  eru p tio n  o f  em otion. Her extreme s e n s i t i v ­
i t y  to  an gu ish , however, does  not make her ^a„hai-nT-es-s«~v~lc.tim o f  human 
m isery . Confro n ted w ith  in t e n s e  pain  and w ith  "that awful s tr a n g e r  
co n sc io u sn ess"  (1 3 2 3 ) ,  Emily D ick inson  does n o t  cower: she responds
w ith  f a s c i n a t i o n ,  p r a c t i c a l i t y ,  and d i s c r e t io n .
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M ass.: The Belknap P ress  o f  Harvard U n iv e r s i ty  P r e s s ,  1 9 7 1 ) ,  p. 305.
H -The Voice o f  the P o e t : A spects  o f  S t y l e  _in the Poetry o f  Emily
D ickinson (Cambridge, M ass.: Harvard U n iv e r s i ty  P r e s s ,  1 9 6 8 ) ,  p. 163.
1 7x Emily D ick inson  (1951; r p t .  W estport, Conn.: Greenwood P r e s s ,
1 9 7 1 ) ,  p. 203.
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NOTES TO PAGES 13-27
"^Scansion o f  "I can wade Grief" (252)
^ /  I -  /
I  can wade G rie f  -
/  I » /
Whole P o o ls  o f  i t  -
** /  |  ̂ /
I ’m used to  th a t  -
* *  /  / /  + I ^But the l e a s t  push o f  Joy
/  W I W /
Breaks up my f e e t  -
* * /  \ /  v»
And I t ip  -  drunken -
- / / / - !  '
L et no Pebble  -  sm ile  -
W• /  \ /
fTwas the  New Liquor -
✓ „ / s
That was a l l !
/  „ i .  / / .  /
P o w er 'is  on ly  Pain -
/  k I «/ /  | V /
Stranded, t h r o 1 D i s c i p l i n e ,
*» /  /  k/ /
T i l l  Weights -  w i l l  hang -
* ' /  \ *  /  I *-Give Balm -  to G iants -
* tr /  |  v  /
And t h e y ’ l l  w i l t ,  l i k e  Men -
w /  I V /
Give Himmaleh -
V/ /  I v/ /
T h e y ' l l  Carry -  Him!
14"Sumptuous D e s t i t u t i o n ,"  Emily D ic k in so n : Three Views (Amherst: 
Amherst C o lleg e  P r e s s ,  1 9 6 0 ) ,  r p t .  in  Emily D ic k in so n : C o l le c t io n  o f
C r i t i c a l  E s s a y s , ed. Richard B. S ew all (Englewood C l i f f s ,  N .J . :  
P r e n t i c e - H a l l , I n c . ,  1 .963),p. 133.
l~*Emily D ic k in so n 's  P oetry  (Chicago: U n iv e r s i t y  o f  Chicago P r e s s ,
1 9 7 5 ) ,  p. 147.
16 '" A fte r  Great P a in , '"  Understanding P oetry  (New York: H. H olt  
and C o . , 1 9 3 8 ) ,  r p t .  in  C r i t i c s  on Emily D ick in so n , ed. Richard H.
Rupp (Coral G ables, F l a . :  U n iv e r s i ty  o f  Miami P r e s s ,  1 9 7 2 ) ,  p . 71.
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NOTES TO PAGES 28-36
^"An E x p l ic a t io n  o f  D ick in so n f s * A fte r  Great P a in ," '  Modem 
Language N o t e s , 7 3 (1 9 5 8 ) ,  263.
18Emily D ickinson fs P o e t r y : S tairway o f  S u rp rise  (New York:
H olt  R inehart and Winston, 196 0 ),  p. 209.
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